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INTRODUCTION 


HP 

I o be an American is to be something new under the 
I sun. One index to that newness, and not the least, 
significant, is the difficulty of definition. Who is he 
this American? The Boston Brahmin, the Allegheny moun- 
taineer, the Louisiana Creole, the Ohio corn-and-hog farmer, 
the Pennsylvania steel-worker, the sons, grandsons, great- 
grandsons of a surge of immigrants from all over the world 
— how is it possible to strike an average or a norm? One 
cannot, obviously. The happier inspiration would be not to 
try. 

To speak of the American, then, is to speak of a mythical 
person; yet speak of him we must. It is a human habit, when 
dwelling on that which has no factual existence, an essence or 
an ideal, to resort to parables and symbols. The language of 
politics and business, in this respect, is at one with the lan- 
guage of mythology and religion. And our mythical American, 
without having his character tailored too much, can be made 
fairly representative of them all; because, however great the 
differences between individual Americans, however marked 
their points of dissimilarity, there is yet enough uniformity of 
thought and temper to set upon them the mark of an un- 
mistakable family resemblance. They speak the same kind of 
language and their intellectual pockets jingle with the same 
kind of change. The Boston Brahmin and the Louisiana 
Creole, chancing to meet in a foreign country, will soon dis- 
cover and recognize each other. Depth may call to depth, or 
shallowness to shallowness, but the recognition will be there. 

If the American had belonged to a tribe of head-hunters, or 
to a race of African pygmies, this book, at best, would be 
only an inconsequential footnote to a vast body of literature. 
Our libraries would be full of books and monographs on the 
subject, bearing such tides as The John Applegates: A Study of 
Their Cults And Ceremonies and Einflusse der Europaischen Z^vilisa- 
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tion auf das Familienleben des Johannes Applegate^ and great men 
like Charles Doughty would have gone to live among them, 
sharing their lives and their hardships, and written great 
classics like Arabia Deserta. And, similarly, if a worker in 
anthropology should come across indisputable evidence that 
an Australian bushman and a Sioux Indian had met in hostile 
territory and shared a meal together, we would have a learned 
volume on the subject, full of notes and occult language, 
which would almost certainly gain its author an academic 
promotion and a raise in pay. 

The encounter of our American friends, however, is hardly 
less remarkable, full of implications and hidden meaning 
which we, who in our American fashion take every miracle 
for granted, are apt to overlook. They might be seen as per- 
formers in a rather tremendous drama, acting out one of our 
basic American affirmations — ^that man is more than a tribal 
creature, that he can rise above the passions of blood-thinking, 
that he can live in peace and friendship with members of other 
tribes. (Always, of course, within the narrow limits of human 
frailty.) And so our travellers, instead of trying to tomahawk 
each other, or sitting in that higher stage of social behaviour 
characterized by the smouldering hostility that might distin- 
guish a similar meeting between an Italian and a Croat (or, 
for that matter, a Frenchman and an Englishman), shake 
hands and start talking about business and the peculiarities of 
foreigners and the various excellencies of the United States. 
Each, in short, recognizes in the other some part of that ideal 
figment we call the American character. 

II 

The purpose of this book is simply stated. It begins with 
the assumption that there is an American character and that 
it has been shaped by a series of influences which, in their 
sum, may be taken to represent that other ideal figment we 
call the American tradition. It will be our hope to chart, as 
one might roughly chart a river-system, the larger tributaries 
in whose various mergings we see the mainstream of the 
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tradition, and to indicate how these, in turn, have helped 
shape the American character. We have not sought any 
especial completeness, knowing our limitations, and also 
knowing that a fully detailed map of the system, down to the 
last minor headwater, is beyond the reach of a single carto- 
grapher. Like La Salle going down the Mississippi, we can 
only hope to indicate the general shape and current of the 
stream. And if, at the end, we seem to have overlooked rivers 
as seemingly important as the Missouri while giving undue 
attention to others as small as the Clinch, it must be put 
down to the temperament and prejudice of the explorer. 
For these, naturally, he does not apologize. 

It may be well, indeed, to emphasize the matter of prejudice 
if only because it is so generally concealed. The central 
prejudice behind this book is a prejudice in favour of people. 
We are more interested in the human condition of our hero, 
whom we have named John Applegate, than in making use 
of him, for example, as a convenience to illustrate the theory 
of economic determinism. It would be futile to deny that 
John Applegate, like all Americans, has been enormously 
influenced by many economic forces. But what about the 
influence of P. T. Barnum? In the making of Americans, in 
the creation of that which we call the American character, 
which has been more important — the House of Morgan or 
the House of Tom Thumb? Our tendency, or prejudice, 
would be to emphasize the latter. 

This prejudice, as might be suspected, has had its effect on 
method. Aware that we are dealing largely with abstractions, 
and believing that a parable may often contain more illumin- 
ation than a column of figures, it has seemed helpful to create 
a kind of false simplicity by illustrating the tendencies under 
consideration with biographical examples wherever possible, 
or, if not that, to take in general a biographical view. But 
here, again, no large completeness has been sought — ^it is a 
lack of ambition, rather than the presence of that admirable 
quality, that the author would like to stress. For he under- 
stands, only too well, that the full story of the American is 
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quite beyond his telling; his or any man’s. Poets, novelists, 
critics, philosophers, historians — all have applied, and still 
apply, their minds and their imaginations to the matter. And 
all of them, more or less, have ended where they began — 
caught in a spell and wondering still. 

HAMILTON BASSO. 
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JOHN SMITH 

‘‘My boyj you’ve got to know the shape of the 
river perfectly. It is all there is left to steer by on a 
very dark night. Everything else is blotted out 
and gone,” 

“How on earth am I ever going to learn it, 
then?” 

“How do you follow a hall at home in the dark? 
Because you know the shape of it. You can’t see it.” 

MARK twain: Life On The Mississippi, 
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COTTON MATHER AND JOHN SMITH 
The American in the Beginning 


COTTON MATHER 

1663: Born i2th February^ Boston^ Mass.^ the son of Increase and 
Maria Cotton Mather, 

1678: Graduated from Harvard, 

1681: M,A,, Harvard, 

1685: Ordained as a Congregational clergyman at the Second Churchy 
Boston^ where he assisted his father and became minister after the 
latter's death in 1723. 

1690-1728: Wrote and published more than 450 books^ mostly on 
theological subjects^ but also including many titles on scientific and 
biographical themes, 

1728: Died, Boston^ Mass, 


JOHN SMITH 

1579: Born Willoughby^ Lincolnshire^ England, 

1595-1605: Soldiered on the Continent in the war against the Turks, 

1605-7: Became associated with the London Company, Arrived in 
Virginia with a group of colonists^ i^th May^ 1607, and became 
member of the Governing Council, 

1608-9: President of the Council, Explored Chesapeake Bay and its 
tributaries, 

1609: Returned to England, 

1614: Explored the coast of New England^ giving it that name, 

1619-31: Published numerous books, pamphlets and maps intended 
to promote and encourage the colonization of the New World. 

1631; Gied London, England, 
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I Cotton Mather and John Smith 

THE AMERICAN IN THE BEGINNING 


I t is a pleasant evening in June. The time, while close 
enough to be the present, is already part of the past. 
John Applegate, who owns and operates a corner drug- 
store in a small American town, is sitting at home alone. 
His wife and two children have gone to the movies. Had 
the picture not been one of those comedies his son calls 
“screwball”, which he has never learned to appreciate, he 
might have gone with them; his taste runs to out-of-door 
dramas in technicolour, especially those that have a bio- 
graphical or historical foundation, and to those lavish 
song-and-dance spectacles that remind him, a little nos- 
talgically, of the musical comedy he saw in New York 
the year the Independent Druggists’ convention was held 
there. 

After a hard day at the store, its regular routine somewhat 
complicated by the presence of a young woman demon- 
strating a new kind of beauty cream, John Applegate finds it 
restful and pleasant to be alone. He is fairly tired, as is only 
natural for a middle-aged man who has been on his feet all 
day, and it is good to be sitting in a pair of old slippers with 
the little touches of home and comfort all about him — the 
new radio at his elbow, the family portraits on the upright 
piano, the latest edition of the adventures of Superman lying 
on the sofa where Sonny left it, Emily’s college textbooks 
stacked on the table near the new novel she brought home 
that afternoon from the lending library. 

Filling his pipe, John Applegate permits himself a sigh of 
contentment. Neither an arrogant nor an unctuous man, in 
fact a rather modest one, he can look back over the labour of 
his life and call it good. It is true the times are dark, and a 
pall of uncertainty hangs over the world, but John Applegate 
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has no real doubts concerning his future or that of the country 
in which he lives. His confidence is not the same kind 
of confidence he knew in the years before the Great De- 
pression, the memory of which lies like a raw and ruinous 
scar across his American optimism, but his faith is still 
enormous. 

This faith is something his critics, his foreign critics in parti- 
cular, have never been able to understand. To them it is 
fatuous at best: at worst, childish and absurd. What they fail 
to comprehend, though this is not the whole explanation of 
American optimism, is that John Applegate comes by it 
naturally. It is a direct inheritance from his pioneer ancestors. 
For whatever else was borne in the wagon trains that creaked 
across the plains, what hopes or dreams or failures or remem- 
brances of past folly, an essential part of every cargo was a 
faith in the future — ^new hopes, new horizons, new fortunes, 
new times. And if, at journey’s end, there were to be new 
follies and new failures, new regrets, there were always 
further and further horizons to be tempted and explored. 
Somewhere, somehow, someday — the face of America was 
the face of promise. The future lay ahead. 

John Applegate’s forebears, moving into the western wilder- 
ness, brought almost nothing with them save themselves. 
They cannot be called a people without memories, but even 
their memories were new. Time and the Atlantic Ocean had 
so thoroughly cut off two generations of Americans from the 
Old World that, as the wagons rolled onward, it was already 
a new and different people moving into a new and different 
land. The past, in the historical sense, did not exist for the 
pioneer. It was something he had slipped and was glad to slip 
— ^inferior, exhausted, outworn. A pilgrim on the road to a 
new Mecca, Walt Whitman was his prophet. 

Have the elder races halted? 

Do they droop and end their lesson^ wearied over there beyond the seas? 
We take up the task eternal^ and the burden and the lesson^ 

Pioneers! 0 pioneers! 
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All the past we leave behind, 

We debouch upon a newer mightier worlds varied world, 

Fresh and strong the world we seize, world of labour and the march, 
Pioneers! 0 pioneers! 

John Applegate is the son of his fathers. He, too, has left 
the past behind. To the despair of Europeans, and those of 
his countrymen who are sometimes oppressed by a feeling of 
spiritual emptiness, he finds it dull and tiresome to think about 
old patterns of culture and old ways of life. He has reached 
the age when a misty affection obscures his earlier years, 
making them seem all warm and golden as if hung with an 
Indian summer haze, but the past extends no deeper than that 
— no farther than the time when, as he likes to tell Sonny, 
you could catch a whole string of trout in the pool just beyond 
the big grey rock in less than an hour’s time. The larger, 
deeper, richer past touches him not at all — or, at best, only 
when he finds himself being wooed by Hollywood’s version 
of Mary, Queen of Scots or the storming of the Bastille. He is 
convinced, in his heart, that the new is better than the old. 
Can the first horseless buggy compare with the models now 
rolling from the assembly line? Would anyone trade this 
year’s radio for a crystal set? To John Applegate’s mind, the 
questions answer themselves. For while the last geographical 
frontier may have been reached, he is convinced that there 
are no limits to the frontiers of man’s imagination. Here, in 
America, the world will see such marvels as have never been 
seen before. John Applegate believes this as much as he 
believes anything. He is, as George Santayana has observed, 
an idealist working on matter. 

Such idealism, however, rooted in contentment and an 
uncritical idea of what the future must bring, cannot help but 
be occasionally shaken and jarred. The conditions of John 
Applegate’s life are vastly different from those of his grand- 
father’s — more varied, more complex, harder to understand. 
In the days of the Conestoga wagon the forces that made for 
failure or success, for war and peace, for prosperity and de- 
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pression, were not so complicated as to be beyond the reach 
of individual exploration. Thomas J efferson, like J ohn Milton, 
might reasonably think it possible to master the whole body 
of useful knowledge. With John Applegate, however, it is 
different. There are many things which, as he freely admits, 
are “over his head”; he sometimes feels caught in an enormous 
complexity. As a result he prefers things to be “simple”, put 
in terms that “the average man” can understand; and, like 
millions of his countrymen, he is in unconscious revolt against 
the spiritual aridity of his time. 

There are moments, then, more and more frequent of late, 
when he finds himself slipping into uneasiness and doubt. 
One such moment comes when, settling more comfortably in 
his chair, he opens the evening paper and turns on the radio. 

The voice that comes over the air is not unfamiliar to him. 
It belongs to a Senator from a Southern state whose election 
to office was accomplished largely by means of a hill-billy 
band and the distribution of half-pound sacks of corn meal. 
Since his elevation to what Sonny’s textbook on civics still 
calls the highest deliberative body in the world, the Senator 
has won further distinction by permitting himself to be photo- 
graphed kissing a blonde and bosomy screen star on the 
Capitol steps, the occasion being Washington’s birthday, and 
by riding down Pennsylvania Avenue on top of an elephant’s 
head. John Applegate has followed his antics with a certain 
amount of amusement, having come to the unintentionally 
cynical conclusion that the Senate, like the old grey mare, is 
not what she used to be, and, besides, he does not have a 
high opinion of the political acumen of Southerners. Witness, 
for example, Huey P, Long. 

Of late, however, the Senator has been appearing before 
the nation in a more serious role. It is not that blonde screen 
stars and elephants have fallen off in publicity value; it is 
more that the Senator, living in Washington where the bacteria 
of ambition flourish so abundantly, has his eye on the Presi- 
dency. He is demanding more stringent immigration regula- 
tions. The present laws, he contends, are far too lax. Up- 
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rooted by the tremors that are rocking the old world, hordes 
of foreigners are swarming into the country: they threaten, he 
declares, not only American jobs, but the American way of 
life. Something must be done. All good Americans — one 
hundred per cent. Americans, the Senator adds — should 
write to their representatives in Washington at once. 

John Applegate does not agree with the Senator, having 
managed to rise above the down-pull of racism and blood- 
thinking, but even in his disagreement it never occurs to him 
to ask what the Senator means by a good, patriotic, one 
hundred per cent. American. He knows. The Senator is 
addressing him personally. He means John Applegate and 
all the people like him. And the real American, the kind the 
Senator is talking about, is first and foremost a Protestant 
Anglo-Saxon. This concept is fixed in John Applegate’s 
mind with the inviolability of quartz. 

He knows, of course, as well as anyone, that there are 
millions of Americans who do not fall within this definition. 
There is, for instance, the agreeable young man who teaches 
athletics at the high school — ^his parents were Polish. John 
Applegate understands he is an American, and occasionally 
suspects him of having a deeper appreciation of the meaning 
of America than some members of the neighbourhood’s 
‘‘older” families, who are likely to take its promise for granted, 
but still the habit of defining the American in Protestant and 
Anglo-Saxon terms manages to persist. Nor does it ever 
occur to him, for one reason and another, that as early as 
1782 these terms had lost whatever value they might have 
once possessed. 

“The American”, wrote Hector St. John De Crevecoeur in 
that year, “is neither an European nor the descendant of an 
European; hence that strange mixture of blood which you 
will find in no other country. I could point out to you a 
family whose grandfather was an Englishman, whose wife 
was Dutch, whose son married a Frenchwoman, and whose 
present four sons now have four wives of different nations. 

. . . Here in America individuals of all nations are melted 
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into a new race of men whose labours and posterity will 
one day cause great changes in the world. . . . They will 
finish the great circle.’’ 

The terms that John Applegate would use to define the 
American are thus some two hundred years out of date. It 
cannot be questioned, then, but that prejudice has helped 
shape his idea of the American — ^prejudice as useless as his 
appendix but just as likely to become inflamed. More than 
prejudice is involved, however, just as more than provincial- 
ism is involved in the mountain preacher’s belief that when 
St. Paul went to Athens it was a citadel of culture and learning 
almost as important as Asheville, North Carolina. In saying 
that the American is Protestant and Anglo-Saxon, John 
Applegate has compressed the history of several centuries 
into what he regards as a simple statement of fact. If his 
synthesis is incorrect, or if he has made history mean what he 
wants it to mean, he is no more at fault than have been in- 
numerable historians. It is true of John Applegate, as it is 
true of men generally, that his observations are more likely to 
shed more light on his own character and personality than 
on that which is being observed. 

n 

All history, Ernst Toller slyly tells us in his play jVb More 
Peace, is the propaganda of the victorious. To John Applegate, 
always distrustful of barbed cleverness, this would sound 
like heresy. Although he does not read history, except in his 
newspapers, he does not think it should be made fun of. That 
would be trifling with a subject which, like sex and Thanks- 
giving, he considers rather sacred. Unlike his daughter 
Emily, who knows more about George Washington’s false 
teeth than she does about the batde of Lexington,^ he does 

^ On 19th April, 1775, a British attempt to seize military supplies stored 
at Concord, Massachusetts, brought on the double battle of Lexington and 
Concord. A detachment of British regulars, numbering about 700 men 
and under the command of Major Pitcairn, was met at Lexington by part 
of a company of provincial militia, known as minute-men. In the clash 
that followed, eight of the Americans were killed and ten were wounded. 
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not like to have his heroes painted, as did CromwelPs fol- 
lowers, ‘‘warts and all”. Any attempt to convince him of 
the element of truth in Toller’s observation — ^by pointing out, 
for example, that Benedict Arnold^ might be remembered 
differently had the colonists lost their revolution — conse- 
quently would be futile. He accepts his view of history as he 
accepts the credit of his customers — on trust. It has never 
crossed his mind that his concept of the American, irrespective 
of any incidental propaganda, has been determined largely 
by the two forces, Protestantism and Anglo-Saxonism, that 
have been most dominant in the United States up to the 
present time. Nor has he paused to realize that it rests princi- 
pally on priority, or that his psychology is not unlike that of 
those travellers who, boarding an ocean liner at Hamburg, 
used to consider themselves old inhabitants by the time they 
reached Le Havre; looking down upon those who came 
aboard there as brash and noisy newcomers, ignorant of 
language and having no sense of tradition. 

His view is a partial one at best, leaving out much more 
than it puts in, yet, to support it further, John Applegate 
might cite the larger span of American history — in his view a 
strictly Anglo-Saxon affair. He knows that the continent he 
lives upon was discovered by the Norsemen, and brought to 
the later attention of the world by an Italian in the service of 

The British continued their march upon Concord where the provincial 
troops, badly outnumbered, retired beyond the North Bridge. The British 
began burning the supplies they had come to destroy and the Americans, 
alarmed by the smoke from the fires, marched back to the North Bridge. 
In the battle that followed the British broke and fled, retreating after a few 
hours to Boston. The casualties were relatively small — forty-nine Americans 
killed, seventy-three British — but the battle was of particular importance 
in that it convinced the Americans that by their own military methods, 
largely influenced by the experience of the French and Indian Wars, they 
could defeat the British in open battle. 

^ A Brigadier General in the Continental Army who, in 1780, negotiated 
with Major John Andr(S of the British Army for the betrayal of West Point, 
then a key fort in the American defence. The capture of Major Andr<i 
led to a discovery of the plot and Arnold, who had had a brilliant career 
during the earlier years of the revolutionary war, joined the British. He 
later went to England where, in disgrace and poverty, he died on 14th 
June, 1801. 
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Spain, but this he tends to regard as two unimportant accidents, 
easily preventable had the proper Englishmen been around. 

He knows, also, about the Indians. One of his great-uncles, 
Truslow Applegate, rode with the Indian-fighter John Sevier 
who later became the first governor of Tennessee, and another 
was with Winfield Scott when the Cherokees were defeated 
at Wayah Gap in the Great Smoky mountains. Not long ago 
John Applegate made a pilgrimage to the place where his 
latter ancestor won his captain’s promotion. He had a real 
pioneer’s feeling, he said, as he rode up the new road that 
leads to the top of Wayah Bald and looked out over the 
tumbling ranges fixed in a silence as inviolate as time. The 
thing he most vividly remembers, however, is the visit he and 
the family made to the Cherokee reservation. He was frankly 
disappointed. There were better, more realistic Indians to be 
seen, as he told Sonny, with the old Wild West shows — 
Buffalo Bill’s in particular. There was a feeling of sadness, 
even of pathos, he had not anticipated. He left the reservation 
in a complicated frame of mind. The Indian, he felt, must 
have suffered a considerable decline since the days of Poca- 
hontas and Captain John Smith. 

This Captain Smith has had a greater effect on John Apple- 
gate’s thinking, especially in relation to his concept of the 
American, than ever he imagines. Up until the time Captain 
Smith arrived in Jamestown on that eventful 13 th May, 
1607, the American scene, as far as John Applegate is con- 
cerned, was a stage without actors — ^the Indian being less 
real and substantial than the trees of the forest through which 
he moved, a tobacco-smoking wraith who pilfered his enemy’s 
scalp and used, in his benighted fashion, shells for money. It 
took a man like John Smith, John Applegate would say, a 
Protestant Anglo-Saxon, to get things really started — an 
opinion, incidentally, that is shared by all the Applegate con- 
nections, especially the Virginia branch of the family, many 
of whose daughters bear the name of Pocahontas. 

Nor does it matter that most of the Applegates, and John in 
particular, know little about Captain Smith except that 
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Pocahontas risked her neck for his. Or did she? Captain 
Smith, in a passage that suggests the terse prose that aficionados 
of the Eighteenth Century admire so much in Daniel Defoe, 
assures us she did; but then, as his book of Travels reveals, 
he had a lifelong habit of getting himself rescued at every 
serious juncture by a beautiful female of high estate. It 
happened, by his own count, five different times. 

We cannot help but wonder what John Applegate would 
say to this side of his hero’s character: this, not lady-killing 
exactly, but a curious genius for arousing womanly sympathy 
in bosoms Italian, Turkish, Muscovite, French and American 
Indian by turn. But, in any case, John Applegate’s admiration 
of John Smith is not misplaced. Hot-headed, making enemies 
more readily than friends. Smith was none the less the only 
early colonial leader who fully understood the reality of the 
struggle in Virginia and who grasped the essential nature of 
the colonial economy. His departure from Jamestown, 
brought about by an explosion of gunpowder that sent him 
back to England for medical attention, nearly caused the 
colony’s ruin; only the arrival of a new expedition saved the 
settlement from complete disaster. 

Asked for gold when he returned to London, he gave his 
superiors something better — z. map of the region, a sound 
survey of its resources, and the sort of good sense about 
colonization that fills his little book, Advice For the Inexpert 
enced Planter, It would be too much to say that without John 
Smith the English venture in America would have failed; it 
is not too much to say that he was one of the greatest con- 
tributors to its success. And so, in a sense, John Applegate is 
correct. It did take a man like John Smith, a Protestant 
Anglo-Saxon, to get things really started. 

m 

If John Applegate knows little of Captain John Smith, he 
knows even less about Cotton Mather. Yet this New England 
divine, as complex a character as America has produced, not 
without a certain tolerance of people when they honoured 
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and obeyed him but calling them “insignificant lice” when 
they did not — this intensely emotional man who knew burning 
visitations and wild exaltations, nervous and irritable, the 
most widely-read person of his generation, has had a far 
greater influence upon John Applegate, and his America, than 
can ever be credited to the quarrelsome little captain who 
liked to be got out of trouble by tender-hearted women. 

Having been said so often, it must be said again: any in- 
quiry into the American character, no matter how modest, 
must look into the causes of what has been called “the pro- 
nounced singularity of temper and purpose” that distinguished 
the New England settlements, and, with equal emphasis, the 
earlier New England character. This temper and purpose, it 
need hardly be said, is what has come generally to be known 
as Puritanism — something, to John Applegate, vaguely 
associated with the gloomy figure in the tall black hat used 
by cartoonists to represent Prohibition during the time when 
the Bill of Rights did not contain the right to drink a bottle 
of beer, and the cause, to those of his intellectual peers who 
make the same mistake of reading history backwards, for the 
general “lack of colour” and “repression” of American life; a 
conclusion possible, it would appear, only to such analysts 
as are willing to draw large conclusions from meagre samplings 
of evidence, and who have never visited Coney Island, or 
Main Street, for that matter, on Saturday night. 

Puritanism, more easily derided than defined, can only 
be described as the philosophy of life and the set of values 
that was taken to New England by the first settlers in the 
early Seventeenth Century. As such, it has been one of the 
most persistent of those several continuous philosophies and 
traditions, such as the rational liberalism of Jefferson and the 
Hamiltonian view of conservatism and government, that have 
been woven into the fabric of American life. Even Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and his New Deal, long separated in time from 
John Winthrop and the charter of Massachtisetts Bay, were 
to be comiderably influenced by it— the Puritan believing, 
despite his recent invocation in favour of free enterprise and 
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laissez-faire^ in government regulation of business, price-fixing, 
and the taxing of excess profits. John Cotton, the grandfather 
of Cotton Mather, condemned in 1639 as a “false principle” 
the theory “that a man might sell as dear as he can, and 
buy as cheap as he can”, and in Winthrop’s Journal it is 
recorded that one Robert Keayne was assessed £200 by the 
General Court and called to account by the church of Boston 
for making a profit of sixpence or more on the shilling. 

There is, within the space of this essay, no room for an 
adequate consideration of the secular and religious movement 
that was Puritanism, Of the Puritan fathers, however, about 
whom both too much and too little has been written, two 
simple things may be said. Their thinking was almost entirely 
dominated by the thinking of John Calvin, whose Institutes 
Of The Christian Religion became the chief basis of Protestant 
theology until the Nineteenth Century, and they were com- 
pletely opposed to thatform of govermnentknownasdemocracy. 

There is a close connection between the two. The bigotry 
that lighted the pyre of Servetus, who anticipated Harvey in 
his theory of the circulation of the blood and who was con- 
demned as a heretic by Calvin, was to flare again in Massa- 
chusetts when the witches met their deaths. The doctrine of 
predestination, formulated by the Geneva dogmatist, and his 
emphasis upon an authoritarian system of government, were 
to help shape the society of those tight little New England 
dictatorships that have come to be regarded, collectively, as 
the cradle of American democracy. 

John Applegate, knowing so little of the religious influences 
that helped shape the character of colonial America, for Puri- 
tanism was but one of the several forms in which the Calvinist 
version of Protestantism was brought to the New World, 
cannot be said to have forgotten much. He has simply not 
had time nor inclination to discover that the Puritan theo- 
crats, nearly all as harshly Calvinistic as Calvin himself, came 
to America, not to set up a new and happier kingdom of man, 
as he is wont to imagine, but a new and stricter kingdom of 
God. The quest was indeed a quest for liberty, and behind it 
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lay a flaming zeal, but it was not the liberty that is generally 
associated with the American wayof life. Many things were 
carried across the waters in the Mayflower^ but not the idea 
of democracy. 

What was brought, primarily, was a highly elaborate and 
codified philosophy which, remaining fairly rigid in its ortho- 
doxy until the middle of the Eighteenth Century, had as its 
social ideal the establishment of a church government modelled 
upon the example of the Apostles in the New Testament, and 
presided over by a small and highly learned ministry. Reli- 
gion, to the Puritan, was more a thing of the head than heart 
— a very complex and extremely intellectualized affair, com- 
prehensible only to theological experts trained and educated 
with all the care a more secular century would later lavish 
upon its chemists and engineers. The Puritan considered the 
Bible an absolute code in everything it touched upon; ]fit held 
it plain and explicit enough so that men, or men with the 
proper training, could establish its authority on every subject 
— ethics, war, taxes, inheritances, profits, clothing, diplomacy 
and law included. 

As for democracy, was there a democracy in heaven? Were 
not the celestial spheres ruled by an hierarchy of superior 
beings? Could it be held that the redeemed sinner, saved only 
by the grace and mercy of God, was on the same footing of 
equality with the supernatural Hinaself ? Merely to have asked 
such questions would have meant exile or imprisonment. 
Roger Williams, the first and finest of American liberals, was 
cast out for less. 

John Cotton put the matter plainly enough. ‘Ts it better”, 
he inquired, ^‘that the commonwealth be fashioned to the 
setting forth of God’s house, which is his church, than to 
accommodate the church frame to the civil state? Democracy, 
I do not conceive that ever God did ordain as a fit government 
either for church or commonwealth. If the people be 
governors, who shall be governed? As for monarchy and 
aristocracy, they are both of them clearly approved, and 
directed in scripture.” 
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Only one more step need be taken, the merging of this 
doctrine with the Biblical explanation of the fall of man, and 
the doctrine of the elect — the right, that is, of the elect to 
rule — becomes not only correct, but sanctified; a thesis later 
to be restated in different terms, and with varying definitions 
of the elect, by Alexander Hamilton, John Calhoun, Mark 
Hanna, and various proponents of the modern feudal state. 
To Hamilton, speaking in a moment of anger to Jefferson, the 
people were ‘‘a great beast”; in the eyes of the Puritan theo- 
crats they were hardly less beastly — stupid, carnal, burdened 
with sin, doomed to eternal damnation. When Cotton Mather 
denounced them as “insignificant lice”, he was voicing, along 
with his wrath, an opinion to which he had been educated 
since childhood — the belief, in general, of the theocratic elect. 

rv 

Cotton Mather was the third member of a dynasty as im- 
portant to early Massachusetts as were the Medici to Florence. 
Had he been born in the shadow of Giotto’s campanile, and 
been christened in the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore 
under the name of Lorenzo by his uncle the Cardinal, he 
could scarcely have been more distinctly branded. His name 
itself is like a coat-of-arms indicating his position in Seven- 
teenth Century New England, carrying the same implication 
of authority as the five red balls, and the single blue one 
adorned with the lilies of France, that identified the leading 
family of the Italian Renaissance. 

On his father’s side of the family. Cotton Mather was a 
grandson of Richard Mather, the first minister of Dorchester, 
and on his mother’s of John Cotton, the dominating figure in 
the councils of the early New England clergy and one of the 
most highly esteemed men of his time — “one”, said Cromwell, 
“whom I love and honour in the Lord”. 

His father. Increase Mather, was the outstanding member 
of the second generation of New Englanders. Educated at 
Harvard, Increase then studied at Trinity College, Dublin, 
taking his degree in 1658. He then saw a brief period of semi- 
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military service as chaplain to the garrison at Guernsey, 
returning to Boston in i66i after the Restoration blocked his 
hope of any further advancement in England. The next year 
he married Maria Cotton, daughter of John Cotton, and, as 
teacher of the Second Church in Boston, found himself 
strategically located to influence the civil affairs of the colony. 
In 1685 he became president of Harvard College and three 
years later returned to England on a diplomatic errand, 
remaining abroad until 1692 while negotiating a renewal of 
the colony’s charter. His influence at the time of his home- 
coming was so great that he was able to nominate the governor 
and the whole slate of magistrates; after which, for reasons 
which to-day are more dull than important, his power began 
to decline. 

The life of Cotton Mather, who has come to represent the 
arch-embodiment of the Puritan, was contained within much 
narrower limits than that of either his father or grandfather. 
Born in 1663 to the clerical purple, and conscious of it as any 
Tuscan princeling who ever swaggered the streets of Florence, 
he never got beyond the borders of either orthodoxy or 
Boston — together they made his world. There were but faint 
stirrings of tolerance in John Cotton, who first gave counten- 
ance to the teachings of Anne Hutchinson^ and then recanted 
in the face of hostile opinion, and none at all in Increase 
Mather, an unyielding autocrat who sought to reforge old 
tyrannies in an age that was anxious to cast them off, but in 
Cotton Mather, blood of the theocracy’s blood, bone of its 
bone, the inquisitorial nature of the Calvinist system is 
brought to its harshest and most disagreeable extreme. 

Educated at home by his father, Mather entered Harvard 
at the age of twelve, taking his M.A. when he was eighteen. 
Ordained the colleague of his father at the North Church in 

^ Preaching salvation by individual intuition of God’s grace and love 
without undue regard to the specific laws of church and state, Ann 
Hutchinson was tried for “traducing the ministers and their ministry” and 
upon her conviction, banished from Massachusetts. Emigrating first to 
Rhode Island and then settling near what is now Pelham Bay, New York, 
she and her family were massacred by Indians in 1643. 
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Boston, he married the first of his three wives in 1686, and 
soon became one of the outstanding leaders of orthodox reli- 
gious opinion in eastern Massachusetts. Made a fellow of 
Harvard College, he hoped and expected to become its pre- 
sident, but when his father was forced to resign that post, and 
another appointed, he resigned his fellowship and gave him- 
self over to his clerical and literary activities; publishing, in 
his sixty-six years, some five hundred books, tracts and pamph- 
lets, the greater proportion of them on ecclesiastical subjects. 

One of the remarkable things about Mather, or one thing 
about him that would seem remarkable, is that not once, in all 
his long life, does he permit himself to be liked. There is a 
certain charm to John Cotton, who seems to have been a 
Caroline gentleman as well as a Calvinist, and while it is hard 
to be fond of Increase Mather, it is at least possible to respect 
him — there still burned a few last embers of the early Puritan 
fire: there was yet some understanding of the frailties and 
necessities of men. 

“Drink”, Increase said in one of his sermons, “is in itself a 
good creature of God, and to be received with thankfulness, 
but the abuse of drink is from Satan; the wine is from God, 
but the Drunkard is from the Devil.” 

In the cramped opinion of Cotton Mather, however, all that 
was from God was wrath: all else lay within the kingdom of 
Satan — a province that held his imagination in perpetual 
thrall. “I have set myself”, he wrote in his diary, “to coun- 
termine the whole Plot of the Devil against New England, in 
every branch of it.” Even as a child, the pampered darling 
of Boston, “learning to pray as soon as he could speak”, he 
seems to have dwelled on a decidedly abnormal plane. To 
have entered Harvard at twelve, the youngest student ever 
to be admitted there, is perhaps in itself no evidence of ab- 
normality; but the flaming visions we find recorded in his 
diary, those torments of angels and demons that remind us 
of the water-colours of William Blake and the paintings of 
Hieronymus Bosch — these must be accepted as evidences of 
an unhealthy mind. 
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Modern medicine would agree with William James, at least 
in part, when he says in his Varieties of Religious Experience 
that some persons are born with an inner constitution which is 
harmonious and well balanced from the start — a happy ‘‘in- 
ternal climate”, in the phrase of Claude Bernard. Others, as 
James continues, are oppositely constituted, and are so in 
degrees which may vary from something so slight as to result 
in a merely odd or whimsical inconsistency, to a discordancy 
of which the consequences may be inconvenient in the ex- 
treme. We have here a range, ^en, broad enough to include 
persons all the way from Mrs. Annie Besant and Carrie 
Chapman Catt, through Tolstoi and Dostoevsky, down to 
Cotton Mather and St. Louis of Gonzaga — the odd, the dis- 
cordant, the extreme. 

Mather’s chances of being born with a harmonious constitu- 
tion were more than ordinarily slim. From both sides of his 
family he inherited a highly-strung nervous system that was 
further aggravated by his own precocity and that gruelling 
twelve-hour intellectual regimen, made part of family tradi- 
tion by his grandfather, called “the scholar’s day”. And that 
to this physical maladjustment there was added a psycholo- 
gical disharmony, to a degree that would seem extreme, is 
more than suggested by the pages of his diary — he is too 
tensely on guard, for one thing, against “lascivious thoughts” 
and “wanton imaginings”. The following entry, made in his 
twenty-second year, is not without its own kind of illumination, 
especially if we remember Mather’s close identification of 
himself with God. 

Casting my eyes upon the Lord, carve of thy graces 
gentlewoman who and comforts a rich por- 
carved for us. tion unto that person. 

A gentlewoman lately Lord, espouse and marry 
married. the soul of that person 

unto thyself, in a covenant 
never to be broken. 
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A gentlewoman very beau- Lord, beautify the soul of 

tiful. that person with thy come- 

liness. 

It is true that these ‘‘ejaculatory prayers”, as Mather called 
them, were also offered up for a tall man (that he “might 
have high attainments”), a lame man (that he “might walk 
uprightly”), and a Negro (that his “soul might be made 
white in the blood of the Lamb”). Gentlewomen and young 
gentlewomen, however, do seem to have been of special and 
compelling interest — ^not in itself proof of anything, for 
woman being the weaker and therefore more dangerous sex 
might have needed more praying for than man, but another 
bit of evidence to suggest that the female image, so often con- 
fused with the image of sin, must often have burned like one 
of his flaming visions in the forehead of the night. 

Beyond this, however, in the complex of Mather’s char- 
acter, lay something much deeper and far more terrible — 
fear. And it is fear, as we may learn from a study of Ivan 
Pavlov’s experiments in the field of conditioned reflexes, 
that is much more fundamental than sex to the genesis of 
neurotic manifestations. This conclusion of Pavlov’s — ^which, 
incidentally, was established in the laboratory — ^was fully 
confirmed during the War of 1914-18 when more major 
neuroses could be seen in a week than in a lifetime of ordinary 
investigation. It was the emotion of fear, not sex, that was 
the basis of all those palsies, contractures, tremblings, con- 
tortions and epileptiform seizures. Sex, as Pavlov proved, is 
an occasional incitant to action; fear a constant and daily 
one. 

Mather, throughout his life, on page after page of the 
voluminous record he left for us, insisted upon his love of 
God and upon himself as a beacon of righteousness in the 
dark night of man’s mortal error and sin. Righteous he was; 
but the flame of that righteousness was not love. Mather had 
love neither for man nor God. It was fear that seized and 
cramped him, that lay behind his railing, his scolding, his 
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shrill egotistical rancour. Over his head there hung the same 
predestined sword, forged in the furnace of Galvin’s imagina- 
tion, that he dangled over the heads of “ these fallacious 
people”, ‘‘these obnoxious men”, “these recalcitrant sinners”. 
Mather thought he was one of those who would be saved; but 
did he know? He wanted to do God’s work, yes; but, more 
than that, in the narrows of his soul, he wanted to be spared 
the rod of vengeance when the day of Judgment came. “Save 
me! Save me!” he cried — ^not once, not twice, but over and 
over again: and the terror in his voice comes plainly down 
the years. 

That all of this should have produced an abnormality, a 
distortion and a crookedness of view, is not to be wondered 
at; the wonder would have been otherwise. “A malcontent 
priest”, a contemporary called him, one consumed with “an 
hereditary rancour” that made him everlastingly opposite to 
every will but his own. Rectitude, admittedly, has always 
been part of the New England character;^ but rarely was 
rectitude ever carried to such distortion as this. There was an 
egotism to Mather that led him to believe, not merely that 
he was right, but that his was the only rightness in an other- 
wise totally wrong-headed world — an egotism that would 
recur, with certain mutations, in one of his most distinguished 
spiritual descendants, John C. Calhoun of South Carolina. 

“The monstrous and crying wickedness of this town!” 
Mather cries out in his diary. “A town at this time strangely 
possessed with the devil. And the vile abuse which I do my- 
self particularly suffer from it. These things oblige me, in the 
fear of the divine judgements, to fall down before the Lord, 
in most earnest supplications for his pity and pardon to a 
people so obnoxious to his displeasure.” 

Torn from its historical context, this might seem an impas- 
sioned supplication not markedly different from hundreds of 
others. It is only when we understand that it was written at a 
time when Mather had aroused the antagonism of Boston by 
advocating inoculation as a precaution against smallpox, and 
had been hooted in the streets, that its psychological sugges- 
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tions come clear. This is the one time in Mather’s life, when 
he is trying to combat the hostility born of ignorance, that he 
might be admired. But the antipathy of the people to his 
proposals becomes, unfortunately, ^‘the monstrous and crying 
wickedness of this town”; they are possessed, not of back- 
wardness, but of the devil himself. And finally, having in- 
curred the displeasure of Cotton Mather by their “vile abuse”, 
it automatically follows that they have incurred the equal 
displeasure of the Lord. 

The pages of Mather’s diary are thick with epithets flung 
at his enemies; they strew the pages like jagged glass. And 
there are times when it seems he thought himself the only 
man in Boston not “strangely and fiercely possessed of the 
devil” or given over to “violent and impetuous Lusts”. And 
his passion for self-magnification, for spreading his name and 
reputation, is almost beyond belief. Let a nameless wretch of 
a girl be hanged for killing her illegitimate child, and, after 
preaching the execution sermon, he rushes into print with his 
Pillars of Salt — “an history of Criminals executed in this 
Land, and of my own Discourses with them in their last 
Hours”. Let a witch be put to death, and once again the 
itch for publication quickens his pulse and blood: the dis- 
sertations on witchcraft crowd each other on the printer’s 
hook. So it happened throughout his life. He doubtless con- 
sidered his books, the whole procession of them, as pious 
tributes to the Lord. They are seen more clearly, to-day, as 
burnt offerings to Cotton Mather. 

Even the one avenue through which an apologist of this 
stone-age Puritan might escape, by seeing him as an example 
of piety carried to excess, is blocked by the high stone wall 
of his egotism. The essence of piety is self-immolation. 
Mather was too militant a churchman, too fierce in his pride, 
too aggressively self-centred, ever to justify his being regarded 
as belonging, even honorarily, to that fraternity of abnegated 
souls who seek peace and saintliness by a renunciation of the 
world. Cotton Mather in a monastery? One might as well 
try to imagine St. Francis on Broadway. And yet, for all 
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the differences that lay between the Thirteenth and Seven- 
teenth Centuries, Mather managed to bridge them. Is not 
his theopathic righteousness strikingly reminiscent of the 
psychopathic saintliness of St. Gertrude, a Benedictine nun 
whose Revelations are a well-known mystical authority, and 
which consist largely of confessions of Christ’s fondness for 
her unworthy person? And does he not also suggest St. 
Theresa — her voluble egotism, her love of giving instruction 
to those less fortunate than she, her consciousness of a host of 
‘‘faults” and “imperfections” which, as in the case of Mather, 
did nothing to interfere with her excellent opinion of herself? 
In such a comparison, however, Mather comes out second 
best. St. Theresa, as William James noted, had a splendid 
intellect, wrote excellent descriptive psychology, possessed 
great talents for politics and business and, above all, was 
gifted with a buoyant disposition and an admirable literary 
style. 

To read of the lives of the saints, and then to read Cotton 
Mather, especially his Wonders Of The Invisible Worlds is to 
realize that his mind was a well of mediaevalism — an anach- 
ronism in its own time. He too was to become an anachron- 
ism, almost a living ghost, and in his old age when the shadow 
of failure and bitterness darkened his life, he was to see the 
rising impetus of a new age, less dominated by theological 
ideals, lap about the foundations of the temple he and his 
fathers had built. He revered that temple, for the days of his 
life were as stones lifted into its structure, and he would not 
believe that its rooms were too cold and cramped for men to 
live in. Self-righteous to the last, taking in his latter years to 
fasts and vigils, he died in Boston on 13th February, 1728. 
His last hours would have been brightened, one believes, if 
he had known how long and how deeply the tradition of 
which he was the arch-exponent was to influence the larger 
tradition of American life. He seems now a primitive figure 
out of a primitive past; yet his voice, in certain places when the 
wind is right, may s^l be listened to, scolding and railing 
across the land. 
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John Applegate has heard echoes of that voice in many 
places — ^in school^ in church, in politics, in business. The 
Protestantism of his Anglo-Saxon American, the one hundred 
per cent. American so beloved of the Senator on the radio, is 
heavily charged with the Galvinistic Puritanism of New 
England. As Captain John Smith may be taken to represent 
racial heritage, so may Cotton Mather be taken to represent 
religious tone. An able colonizer with a talent for being 
rescued by high-placed women (if he was so rescued!) and a 
rancorous clergyman who believed in demons and witches. 
These are the two pillars, strange as it might seem to him, 
upon which John Applegate’s concept of the American finally 
rests — a concept so unrealistic, so void of understanding and 
illumination, as to be given denial at every turn. To trace 
the larger definition of the American is to trace, in part, the 
course of the American mainstream — a swelling torrent that 
gets broader and deeper as it goes along until, like the ruined 
timbers of Cotton Mather’s theocratic temple, the narrow 
framework in which John Applegate would confine the 
nature and character of his countrymen is also swept away. 


B 


^^3 



2 


FAREWELL AND HAIL TO THOMAS 
JEFFERSON 

The American as Democrat 


THOMAS JEFFERSON 

1743: Born i^th April, Shadwell, Virginia, the son of Peter and 
Jane Randolph Jefferson. 

1762: Graduated from William and Mary College. 

1767: Admitted to the bar. 

1769-74: Member of the Virginia House of Burgesses. 

1772: Married Martha Wayles Skelton. 

1775-6: Member of the Continental Congress. 

1779-81 : Governor of Virginia. 

1783-5: Member of the Continental Congress. 

1 785-9: Minister to France. 

1790-3: Secretary of State. 

1797-1801: Vice-President of the United States. 

1801-9: President of the United States. 

1809-26: Lived in retirement on his Virginia plantation, Monti- 
cello; founded the University of Virginia. 

1826: Died ^th July, on the ffftieth anniversary of the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence. 
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THE AMERICAN AS DEMOCRAT 

A climate and a culture lay between Puritan Massa- 
chusetts and Cavalier Virginia. The Anglican gentle- 
men who imposed the social structure of Seventeenth 
Century England upon the great tobacco plantations of 
Eastern Virginia had little in common save speech and racial 
ancestry with the God-fearing burghers who bent their backs 
to the cat-0 ‘-nine- tails that was Cotton Mather’s tongue. To 
leave Mather’s diary for the diary of William Byrd of West- 
over, the second of a line as important to Virginia as was the 
Mather family to Massachusetts, is like leaving a cold bleak 
region where the sun rarely shines and crossing into a greener, 
warmer country where frailty is understood to be a human 
condition and not a mark of the damned. 

Diaries, by their very nature, are the most revealing of all 
literary compositions; a secret diary like Byrd’s, kept as was 
Pepys’ in a private shorthand, is apt to be revealing to the 
point of discomfort. The traditional and idealistic view which 
sees Cavalier Virginia as a land of refined elegance and William 
Byrd as the personification of its grace and culture, for 
example, cannot help but be shaken by his forthright state- 
ment that the beds in Colonel Dudley Digges’ house stank; 
or by his telling us that, on the evening of a ball planned 
in honour of the Queen’s birthday, Governor Spotswood had 
to bribe his servants into staying sober by promising they 
could all get drunk the next day. It is hardly necessary to 
remark that neither, the condition of the beds nor the 
behaviour of the servants, could have happened in Massa- 
chusetts. Nor could William Byrd have happened in Massa- 
chusetts. A different moral, social and geographical climate 
was necessary to bring about the flowering we discover in his 
diary. ‘ 
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‘‘We ate milk and strawberries for breakfast/’ he noted on 
22nd May, 1710. “Then we played at billiards till about eleven 
o’clock when Mr. Woodson came to see me. We ate cherries 
and talked of many things. I ate beef for dinner but ate too 
much. In the afternoon we drank some tea and ate more 
cherries. In the evening I took a little walk with my wife. I 
was out of order with eating too much.” 

The entry for 2nd November, 1709, has a further illumin- 
ation. “In the evening I went to Dr. Barret’s where my wife 
came this afternoon. Here I found Mrs. Chiswell, my sister 
Custis and other ladies. I played at (r-m) ^ with Mrs. Chiswell 
and kissed her on the bed till she was angry and my wife 
also was uneasy about it, and cried as soon as the company 
was gone. I neglected to say my prayers, which I should 
not have done, because I ought to beg pardon for the 
lust I had for another man’s wife. However I had good 
health, good thoughts and good humour, thanks be to God 
Almighty.” 

One beef-eating square lording it over his manor, the 
owner of more than 179,000 acres of the best land in Virginia 
and a library of four thousand volumes, schooled in Latin 
and Greek, but not above wenching with chambermaids 
(“About 3 o’clock I returned to my chambers and found a 
girl above who I persuaded to go with me into my chambers 
but she would not.”) — such a man does not establish the full 
character of a society any more than does a malcontent 
cleric haunted by devils in the night. William Byrd, however, 
may be taken to be as fairly representative of Cavalier Virginia 
as Cotton Mather was of theocratic Massachusetts. That they 
were poles apart needs no further stressing; it is so obvious 
that the important meaning is likely to be missed — as, indeed, 
it has been. Different they were. It is intriguing to think 
of the flying of sparks that would have attended their meeting. 
But, for all their differences, for all the hostility that would 
have lain between them, they would have been in complete 

^ The exact nature of this particular pastime has apparently eluded the 
decipherist of Byrd’s diary. 
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agreement (except, perhaps, on point of definition), on one 
basic issue: the right of the elect to rule. Mather, railing 
at the “monstrous wickedness” of Boston, and Byrd, 
whipping his servant Lucy for her “impertinence”, were 
both acting from the same central conviction. They 
were the elect and their right to rule, God-given on the 
one hand, wealth-given on the other, was not to be ques- 
tioned. 

The elect of Virginia, however, gentlemen of William 
Byrd’s wealth and station, were relatively few. Seventeenth 
and early Eighteenth Century Virginia is not to be thought 
of as a community of large plantations owned by rich men. 
Except for the settled areas on the eastern shore, it was largely 
frontier country that had just reached the agricultural or 
“small clearing” stage. The great majority of the inhabitants 
had come at their own expense, receiving fifty acres for each 
member of their families, and others had arrived as indented 
servants, either voluntarily or under sentence of the courts. 
The typical land-holding was small, approximately two- 
thirds of the owners had no slaves, and by the close of the 
Seventeenth Century three generations had not pushed 
beyond the fall line,^ a point reached as early as 1675. 
was not until the turn of the century, when a colony of French 
Huguenots formed a settlement on the James just above the 
falls, that the Piedmont was opened. 

The Piedmont, a geographical term that has given us an 
easy way of dividing the Atlantic coastal plain into two 
regions, the other being the Tidewater, may be used in our 
present consideration as a fairly accurate synonym for the 
frontier; and it was the frontier, over and over again, that was 
to dispute the theory, sometimes with violence, that the elect 
had the right to rule. 

Since we are not formal historians, and may indulge in the 

^ The line of junction of the tidewater region of the eastern United States 
and the Piedmont or foothill region that lies to the west. The term comes 
the presence of waterfalls at this point, beyond which the streams are not 
navigable. 
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pleasure of speaking relaxedly, we can say of the frontier 
that it was a boundary, an experience, and a state of mind. 
Of the influence of the frontier upon America, and upon 
Americans like John Applegate, we need not entirely sub- 
scribe to the views of Frederick J. Turner to agree with his 
general idea. 

‘‘At first,” he wrote, “the frontier was the Atlantic coast. 
It was the frontier of Europe in a very real sense. Moving 
westward, the frontier became more and more American. 
Thus the advance of the frontier has meant a steady move- 
ment away from the influence of Europe, a steady growth of 
independence on American lines.” 

It was not Turner, however, who first saw the frontier as 
a prime determinant of the American character and the 
American way of life. That credit belongs to a Frenchman, 
Hector St. John de Cr^vecoeur, whom we have already 
mentioned and whose Letters From An American Farmer exercised 
considerable influence upon Eighteenth-Century opinion in 
America. This Crevecoeur, one of those interesting but minor 
figures generally relegated to the purgatory of footnotes, was a 
man of education and breeding, an ex-soldier and explorer 
under Montcalm in Canada, who emigrated to the American 
colonies around 1760. After living for a time in Pennsylvania, 
he moved to the state of New York, married a Miss Mehitable 
Tippet of Yonkers, and settled down on a 120-acre farm in 
Orange County. Out of this agricultural experience came his 
two volumes of Letters, 

Crevecoeur, having eyes to see with and a head to think 
with, was an economic determlnist some one hundred fifty 
years before that phrase became part of our intellectual slang, 
“Men are like plants,” he wrote in a passage of shrewd Gallic 
earthiness. “The goodness and flavour of the fruit proceeds 
from the peculiar soil in which they grow. We are nothing 
but what we derive from the air we breathe, the climate we 
inhabit, the government we employ, the system of religion we 
profess, and the mode of our employment.” This habit of 
looking upon men as plants, upon social systems as vegetable 
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mould or manure, upon immigration as transplantation, gives 
a freshness and liveliness to his letters that in no way interferes 
with the shrewd clear thinking that goes on beneath. In one 
place, speaking of “the middling and the poor” that emigrate 
to America, he has this to say: 

^In Europe they were as so many useless plants, wanting 
vegetable mould, and refreshing showers; they withered and 
were mowed down by want, hunger and war: but now by 
the power of transplantation, like all other plants, they have 
taken root and flourished! ... By what invisible power has 
this surprising metamorphosis been performed? Ubi pants ibi 
patria is a motto of all emigrants. Here the rewards of his 
industry follow with equal step in the progress of his labour; 
his labour is founded on the basis of nature, self-interest; can 
it want a stronger allurement?” 

No great subtlety is needed to discover, in this final sen- 
tence, the germ of the “rugged individualist” thesis which 
became, long after the circumstances that gave it validity had 
vanished, the dominant political doctrine of the Coolidge- 
Mellon-Hoover era. But Crevecoeur, being under no obliga- 
tion to try to conjure away a complicated industrial and 
financial dilemma by repeating a simple phrase, explored 
beyond the economic individualism of the frontier and asked 
himself a more important question: what happens to the 
transplanted European when he sends down his roots in a new 
and fertile soil? 

‘ “The early knowledge they acquire,” he wrote, “the 
early bargains they make, give them a great degree of sagacity. 
As freemen, they will be litigious. As citizens, it is easy to 
imagine that they will carefully read the newspapers, enter 
into every political disquisition, freely blame or censure 
governors and others. As farmers, they will be careful and 
anxious to get as much as they can. As Christians, religion 
curbs them not in their opinions.” ’ 

It was obvious, even to Crevecoeur, that such a class of 
men would not willingly submit to any considerable abuse of 
privilege on the part of established authority; he had Bacon’s 
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Rebellion/ flaring in Virginia a full century before the Re- 
volution, to give confirmation to his belief. American demo- 
cracy, as has been said, was bom of no theorist’s dream; it 
was not carried in the Susan Constant to Virginia, nor in the 
Mayflower to Plymouth. Nor did it spring from the New 
England town-meeting. It came out of the frontier, not as 
doctrine but as human experience, and it was a frontier 
intellectual, Thomas Jefferson, who gave it its largest and 
finest statement. Not, however, that the Declaration of 
Independence was as the morning sun warming the field of 
domestic liberty. America, as Carl Becker has observed, was 
free before it was independent; it was free because Americans 
had hewn out their own freedom in a new country. Demo- 
cracy, as a political philosophy, came considerably after the 
fact. It derives, not from the Constitution, which is to our 
political ethics as the Ten Commandments are to our moral 
creed, but from the body of experience accumulated in the 
wilderness. And it was Thomas Jefferson who, more than 
any other American of his generation, embodied the ideals 
that fired and lighted the great revolution. It was given to 
him to speak the American challenge — ^the people, not the 
elect, have the right to rule — and his life was a declaration 
of his faith. To think of America is to think of democracy; 
to think of democracy is to think of Jefferson. He is the 
father of the American waters. 

n 

John Applegate, sitting in his living-room listening to the 
radio, peacefully unaware that he is living out the last few 
months of an historical era, remembers Thomas Jefferson — 
when he remembers him at all — as a rather grim-lipped man 

1 Nathaniel Bacon, a Virginia planter who had settled on the western 
frontier of the province, organized a small force of 300 men to put down 
attacks by the Indians in 1675 after the Governor of the colony, Sir William 
Berkeley, refused to defend the colonists. After a successful foray against 
the Indians, Bacon went to Jamestown with 500 men and demanded a 
commission to fight the Indians, also demanding the institution of certain 
reforms. He was declared to be a rebel by Berkeley and, after a minor civil 
war, during which Jamestown was partially burned by Bacon’s followers, 
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who stands holding a quill in the centre of a steel engraving 
portraying the signing of the Declaration of Independence. 
Even a pilgrimage to Monticello,^ made on the same junket 
that took him to the Great Smokies and the Cherokee reserva- 
tion, failed to bring the quill-holder to life. He could not 
agree with Sonny who said that Jefferson must have been “a 
wacky sort of guy”, or with his daughter Emily who called 
him “one of the convenient references of American folklore”, 
but he did feel that the Sage of Monticello had a curious pre- 
occupation with gadgets that reminded him of his second 
cousin Obadiah who was always “inventing” something. Had 
he been told that the various ingenious devices to be seen at 
Monticello were but the playful experiments of a man whise 
imagination also conceived a swivel chair, a pedometer, a 
machine for treating hemp and a radically superior mould 
board — ^that part of the plough which turns the earth — ^he 
would have been impressed. More, he would probably have 
felt a certain kinship; for the mind of Thomas Jefferson, like 
that of John Applegate, might also be called the mind of an 
idealist working on matter. 

To say this, however, is to skirt the problem and indulge 
in an easy evasion. One of the most complicated figures in 
our history, an idealistic humanist grained deep with the 
spirit of scientific inquiry, an enlightened Puritan who delighted 
in France with all the enthusiasm of the intellectual, a political 
philosopher who was also one of the shrewdest of practical 
politicians — all this makes Jefferson impossible of any easy 
summing-up. Like Scripture, passages from his life may be 
taken to illumine almost any text, and, as a result, he has come 
assumed leadership of the colony. The rebellion, however, soon collapsed. 
Bacon became ill and died and some of his followers were executed by Sir 
Berkeley despite a royal pardon. Berkeley, shortly thereafter, was recalled 
by the Grown. 

^ Thomas Jefferson’s home on a “little mountain” near Charlottesville, 
Virginia. It was under construction for almost a decade. Jefferson, as his 
own architect, began building it in Italian style, on the model of Palladio. 
After five years in Europe, however, he greatly altered its plan so that it 
now shows Italian, Greek and Roman influences. (See Fiske Kimball, 
Thomas JeJferson and the First Monument of the Classic Revival in America; also 
the same author’s authoritative monograph, Thomas JeJferson, Architect.) 
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down to us in a hundred dififerent guises from whoremonger 
to saint. A happy hunting ground for those in search of 
their doctorates, the subject of a thousand painstaking papers 
on Jefferson the Gardener and Jefferson the Architect and 
Jefferson the Parent, he is the only American of major great- 
ness who lacks a capably definitive biography. Despite his 
far-reaching influence, the endless citing of his words and 
works, the nature and significance of his philosophy is only 
now beginning to be understood. Indifferently consistent, 
rigging his sails to catch the shifts and humours of every wind, 
he seemed to his enemies a man without promise or principle, 
a devious rabble-rouser who gained the mob in order to 
further his own demagogic ambitions. And, at the outer 
boundary of the other extreme, to those who loved him he 
had no faults, being almost as a lanky long-limbed deity come 
to walk the earth for a time and share the fitful dreams of 
men. 

For all this — the cultism and the calumny, the deification 
and the abuse — there is more than ordinary excuse. Of all 
great Americans, Jefferson is one of the hardest to reach. 
There was a central theme to his life, basic and consistent, 
but on that theme he wove many variations. It is not always 
easy to tell the variations from the theme. He left us, un- 
fortunately, save for the inadequate Notes On Virginia^ no 
systematic formulation of his thoughts that might serve as a 
score. “A life of constant action”, he wrote, “leaves no time 
for recording”. This, however, was an exaggeration. He 
found time, otherwise, to record his thoughts on almost every 
subject under the sun. 

One of the characteristics of John Applegate, bound to his 
set of conventional responses, is that he always sees his heroes 
in those moments that contain the pinnacles of their careers. 
The great moment of Jefferson’s life he would say — ^and 
here we would agree with him — came when he wrote the 
Declaration of Independence. John Applegate thinks of it, 
correctly, as a great historical and political document. But it 
is more. It may be taken, especially in the first sentence of 
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that resonant second paragraph that has coloured all subse- 
quent American thinking, either in affirmation or denial, as 
one of the most revealing biographical statements Jefferson 
left for us. 

^We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created 
equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights; that among these are life^ liberty and the pursuit of happiness,^ 

The pen paused, the candle guttered in a draught, the 
moment was big with history. Behind the young man with 
the quill — sandy-haired, loose-jointed, his careless dress doing 
little to modify a certain stiffness that was always to be some- 
thing of a barrier between him and other men — ^lay thirty- 
three years of personal experience. Where, in the soil of those 
years, had the seeds been dropped that now, germinated 
by the hot sun of rebellion, were bearing such signal fruit? 

The planter, the principal sower of seeds, it is generally 
held, was John Locke; the Declaration, in word and phrase, 
discloses his influence. So it does. Concerning the influence of 
Locke’s thinking, during those vulnerable early years when 
Jefferson was at college in Williamsburg, we need not dis- 
agree. The disagreement is larger and more central to a 
deeper issue. The theory that would establish John Locke as 
the governing authority of the Declaration conceals, in its 
neatness, a highly dubious major premise. It would make the 
charter of our independence a purely intellectual achievement, 
all head and no heart, kin to one of those modern blueprints 
of the future conceived in the apparent illusion that the use 
of an engineering phrase somehow establishes the authority 
of scientific accuracy. 

Jefferson came a little nearer the mark. His intention, he 
wrote retrospectively to Henry Lee, was *'not to find out new 
principles, or new arguments never before thought of, but to 
place before mankind the common sense of the subject in 
terms so plain and firm as to command their assent”. The 
Declaration, he continued, “was intended to be an expression 
of the American mind”, depending for its authority “on the 
harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in 
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conversation, in letters, printed essays, or in the elementary 
books of public right”. 

In another letter, written to John Cartwright in 1824, he 
goes more deeply into the matter: 

‘‘Hume, the great apostle of toryism, says ‘It is belied by all 
history and experience that the people are the origin of all just 
power’. And where else will this degenerate son of science, 
this traitor to his fellow men, find the origin of just powers, 
if not in the majority of the society? 

“Our Revolution commenced on more favourable ground. 
It presented us an album on which we were free to write what 
we pleased. We had no occasion to searcn into must/ records, 
to hunt up royal parchments, or to investigate the laws and 
institutions of a semi-barbarous ancestry. We appealed to 
those of nature.” 

Nature. Always, when it comes to a question of final 
authority, as it does here, Jefferson turns to nature for support. 
But where, in nature, could he have found a rational basis for 
his belief? Is it not possible, dispassionately, to find equal 
argument for the opposing opinion of that “degenerate son 
of science”, Hume? 

The answer, as Jacques Maritain suggests in his essay, 
Human Equality^ is that Jefferson, while convinced he was 
giving statement to an empirical fact, was actually voicing 
an article of faith. It is not the equality of men, but their 
inequalities, that are to be empirically observed. Such in- 
equalities cry out; they cover the whole expanse of reality. 
It is only by transcending the intellect and the senses, as 
Maritain says, that we may discover and participate in the 
nature or essence which all men have in common, the total 
equality which lies in their communion in the mystery of the 
human species. 

Jefferson, who in a letter written to his acquaintance Van 
der Kemp in 1816 rejected the concept of the Holy Trinity 
because no man ever had a “distinct idea” of it, would have 
had little patience with any such mysticism as this. All his life 
he was to ponder the matter, seeking proof of the equality of 
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man in nature just as other rationalists of his century sought 
proof of the existence of God, and not once does he seem to 
have recognized it for what it was — a flower plucked from 
the fields of faith. 

John Applegate, like Jefferson, would be made uncomfort- 
able by this. He likes to believe that the cornerstone of his 
American system is made of more durable stuff. The word 
faith disturbs him, suggesting idolatry and superstition, and 
he has never thought through to the fact that moral principles 
lie at the root of every society. And yet, though he has never 
read a word of philosophy or been remotely troubled by the 
quarrel about universals, he too has pondered the question of 
the equality of men. Are they created equal or are they not? 
He finds it hard to say. To answer in the affirmative demands 
an act of faith, a projection beyond the empirical process, and 
this is something that goes against his dry Scotch-Irish grain. 
He is conscious of a conflict, a tugging at cross-purposes. 
Some meaning, obscure and difficult, wiU not come clear. 

Nor did it ever come clear to Thomas Jefferson. The lean 
scholar of Monticello is, in many ways, a discouraging man 
to live with. It takes no great generosity to agree with those 
who see him as a kind of Renaissance man, a lesser Leonardo 
da Vinci, but, generosity and admiration to the side, there are 
times when we might wish he had done some clearer and 
harder thinking about the Declaration of Independence. 
Jefferson the Gardener and Jefferson the Architect and 
Jefferson the Musician are interesting to know about, and each 
important in his field, but th^e facets of a many-sided man 
shine no light on John Applegate and do not point his way. 
The great accomplishment of Jefferson’s life, as John Apple- 
gate instinctively senses and Abraham Lincoln clearly saw, 
was in introducing an abstract truth, an ethical and spiritual 
principle, into what would have otherwise been a mere re- 
volutionary document. This, apparently, Jefferson never 
realized. The argument of democracy, as he left it, depended 
too much on sentiment and emotion. Apparently finding 
himself unable to say that all men are created equal because 

35 



Farewell and Hail to Thomas Jefferson 

each man has a soul and is therefore equal in the sight of God, 
thus rejecting a metaphysical view that a later generation 
would also be prone to reject, he permitted himself to be 
drawn into that ambiguity of thought, which he confused 
with rationalism, that has been one of the most pronounced 
characteristics of liberal democracy from that day to this. 

No documentary evidence has as yet been uncovered to 
show that Jefferson ever read a line of Rousseau, whose 
theory of the natural goodness of man came to him in the form 
of a vision, as he tells it, but it is clear that early in life the 
Virginian fell under the influence of the new ideas, largely 
flowing from the French philosopher, which during the 
Eighteenth Century were modifying the thought of the world. 
The various conflicts we find in Jefferson, as in his opposing 
ideals of the ‘‘natural equality of men” and a “natural aristoc- 
racy of talent and virtue”, are traceable, in part, to a conflict 
between Puritanism and Rousseauism. Although he professed 
agreement with Condorcet, “that man’s mind is perfectible to 
a degree of which we cannot as yet form any conception”, 
there is no reason to conclude, as have some of his more un- 
critical admirers, that he embraced unreservedly the Rousseau- 
ian idea of the natural goodness of man. Sincerely loving the 
people, Jefferson none the less had a lively suspicion of them — 
they could be trusted, as he makes abundantly clear in his 
remarks on education in the J^otes On Virginia^ only within 
definitely circumscribed limits. 

In the end, however, it is the Rousseauist in Jefferson who 
gains the upper hand. The Puritan’s vision of the natural 
depravity of man is supplanted by a modified version of 
Rousseau’s vision of man as naturally good. “I cannot act”, 
wrote Jefferson in this regard, “as if all men were unfaithful 
because some are so ... I would rather be the victim of oc- 
casional infidelities, than relinquish my general confidence in 
the honesty of men”. This is a warm and generous view, one 
that made him a constant champion of the people, but it rests 
on no natural “law” whatsoever. Alexander Hamilton, turning 
to the same field of observation as Jefferson, and no less intel- 
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lectually brilliant, could find enough support of the Puritan 
view to support his own ‘^confidence”, at least in a political 
sense, of man’s natural depravity. It is of course true, as 
Jefferson’s writings make clear, that his hope for democracy 
did not rest on the concept of man’s “natural goodness” alone. 
This idea, however, was so central to his architecture, so 
essential, that should it be removed, as John Calhoun was to 
prove, the whole structure stood in danger of tumbling down. 

To say that there were certain failures in Jefferson’s thinking 
is not to detract from his greatness. He gave a nation its 
idealism and its creed, not once was he to veer from his belief 
in the worth and dignity of the common man, and if he helped 
bring about the modern confusion born partially of the sub- 
stitution of Rousseau’s dualism for the older dualism of 
Christianity — the one seeing man’s natural goodness as 
thwarted by the evil of society, the other looking upon good 
and evil as being contained and opposed in the heart of man 
— ^we are yet profoundly in his debt. Perhaps, as John Adams^ 
charged, in the Declaration of Independence he invented 
nothing. His words, however, still burn and crackle in our 
sky. 

Too much a child of his rationalist century ever to admit 
the irrational content of his thought, Jefferson was likewise 
too narrowly confined within the limits of his own hope and 
experience ever clearly to perceive the dangers that threatened 
his vision of society. The framework of that society, the 
broad landscape of the world he hoped to see, is contained in 
his Notes On Virginia — a little book which John Applegate has 
never heard of, and from which we may deduce, if we care 
to load the dice, that Jefferson had never heard of the Indus- 
trial Revolution. It would be an error, however, as Charles 
Beard has written in his essay Jefferson and the New Freedom^ 
of which the next several paragraphs are a paraphrase, to 
assume that the swing of human activities that were giving 
rise to modern industrialism was not observed by so keen a 

^ One of the signers of the Declaration of Independence and the second 
president of the United States. 
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man as Jefferson. The factories of New England were already- 
being driven by water power, and steam engines were throb- 
bing in England, when the Declaration of Independence was 
flung out to the world. In his Notes On Virginia^ written in 
1781, Jefferson shrewdly observed the tendencies of European 
states to foster manufacturing, and, after a careful examination 
of the rising financial system, came to several basic conclu- 
sions as to its meaning for the United States. Almost as if the 
new industrial capitalism did not exist, the goal of his analysis 
was an agrarian democracy — z. good and even a noble goal, 
but one based on the theory that the New World must con- 
tinue to be a thinly settled agricultural community with the 
greater proportion of its citizens engaged in tilling the soil. 
'While we have land to work”, he exhorted, "let us never 
wish to see our citizens occupied at the work-bench, or twirling 
a distaff.” 

After some searching reflections on the relation of economic 
independence to civil liberty and republican government, 
Jefferson reached the conclusion that only farmers, owning 
their own land and working it with their own hands, could 
possess that independence of character, the self-reliant sense 
of right and responsibility, which he saw as the guardian of 
democracy. Whoever depends upon the "casualities and 
caprices of customers” has set upon him, no less than Cain, 
the mark of corruption. The tillers of the earth are the favourite 
children of God, while those who do business in the market 
place or labour for others in factories are on the downwar 
path to that moral decay which marks the end of democratic 
freedom. 

It is well to let Jefferson take the floor and speak for him- 
self: "Generally speaking, the proportion which the aggre- 
gate of other classes of citizens bears in any state to that of its 
husbandmen, is the proportion of its unsound to its healthy 
parts and is a good enough barometer whereby to measure its 
degree of corruption.” Of wage-workers he had this to say: 
"Let our workshops remain in Europe. The mobs of the great 
cities add mst so much to the support of pure government as 
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sores do to the human body. It is the manners and spirit of a 
people which preserve a republic in vigour. A degeneracy in 
these is a canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws and 
constitution. ... I consider the class of artisans as the panders 
of vice, and the instruments by which the liberties of a 
country are generally overturned.” 

These, as Beard points out, were no angry outbursts. They 
were the reasoned convictions of a mature and determined 
man. We do Jefferson an injustice, however, just as those who 
ignore the above remarks do him a greater injustice, if we 
overlook their origins in place and time. The formative years 
of Jefferson’s life were spent on the frontier, in what has been 
called the first West in American history, and while his 
mother was an aristocratic Randolph, he was also the son of a 
plain husbandman who was one of the first settlers to move 
into the Virginia Piedmont. 

Peter Jefferson, the father of Thomas, was an interesting 
person in his own right. A land surveyor and Indian fighter, 
vigorous, thrifty, used to what the Appalachian mountaineers 
call ‘*the roughs and the toughs” of life, he brings to mind 
two of John Applegate’s favourite characters — ^Davy Crockett 
and Daniel Boone. Employed to survey the southern boundary 
of Virginia, he took advantage of his opportunity and patented 
several thousand acres for himself; setding upon it in 1737 
‘‘to grow up with the back country”. He made his way well 
enough to find favour with Isham Randolph of Dungeness 
and marry one of his daughters — ^thus giving those who lean 
to the Shinto side excuse and opportunity to look upon his 
son Thomas as one born to the manorial purple. 

Young Thomas was put to school with a Scotch pedagogue 
whose modest house of learning was situated in Louisa County 
— at that time the home of rising radical democracy and stub- 
born Presbyterian dissent. Louisa County was a place where 
men wore buckskin breeches, coonskin caps, and hunting 
shirts without coats to cover them. It was a hunter’s country, 
filled with turkey and fox and deer, and one of the Jeffersons’ 
neighbours, a youth from Hanover named Patrick Henry, 
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had already made a reputation for himself with his “long 
hunts’’ and rollicking ways. 

Aristocratic Virginia centred in and around Williamsburg. 
Here were the winter houses of the great planters who came 
to attend the sessions of the Royal Council when the burgesses 
assembled, and here, when he was seventeen, young Jefferson 
arrived to attend the college of William and Mary. Much 
has been made of the few years he spent in Williamsburg. 
They were indeed a cultural influence, buffing the young 
backwoodsman to a cultivated shine, but one wonders, con- 
sidering the mores and manners of Cavalier Virginia, if the 
humble origins of his father might not have been a soure of 
difficulty and hurt. Such depths of his character cannot be 
plumbed. We know only that he brushed aside the Randolph 
claim to an imposing pedigree that went back to Queen Mary, 
and gave his earliest sympathies to the people with whom he 
had lived as a boy — the small farmers along the upper rivers, 
the tobacco-growers on their modest freeholds, the hunters 
and trappers of the Allegheny slopes. The idealisms that 
moved him, then and later, were the idealisms of the frontier 
— ^its faith in human kind, its belief in economic individual- 
ism, its hope that here, in a new country, the lot of the com- 
mon man could somehow be made happier than it was. 

More, however, than Jefferson’s youth was involved. When 
he wrote the Notes On Virginia he was almost forty. He had 
watched America change from a jealous group of bickering 
colonies into a united sovereign state and he was convinced 
that the change, in itself a drift toward the bigness he was 
always to distrust, was filled with danger for the common 
man. He had looked at Europe and the lessons of Europe and 
he understood how the movement toward bigness, from sim- 
plicity to complexity, from freedom to regimentation, might 
lead straight to the establishment of the monolithic state. He 
had no illusions about Leviathan. It was not above swallowing 
man and his freedom as, in the Bible, it swallowed the hapless 
Jonah. Everywhere he went in Europe he found wretchedness 
and poverty and they seemed to him inevitable consequences 
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of the highly centralized state. Political tyranny was but the 
visible extension of a human tyranny whose cancerous threads 
ran through the whole body of society. The monolithic state, 
resting on the authority of police-power, was merely the 
handy instrument through which this dual tyranny, political 
and human, could most easily be maintained. There is a note 
of homesickness in many of his letters from France, between 
whose lines we can read his vision of America — an agrarian 
society of free men exploited by neither an aristocracy nor a 
plutocracy — and these shed further light on the rejection of 
industrial capitalism contained in the Motes On Virginia. 

‘‘You are perhaps curious to know how this new scene has 
struck a savage from the mountains of America,’’ he wrote 
his Italian friend Bellini. ‘‘Not advantageously, I assure you. 
I find the general fate of humanity here most deplorable. 
The truth of Voltaire’s observation offers itself perpetually, 
that every man here must be either the hammer or the anvil. 
It is a true picture of that country to which they say we shall 
pass hereafter, and where we are to see God and his angels in 
splendour, and crowds of the damned trampled under their 
feet.” 

America, happily, was different from Europe. The tyran- 
nical police-power of the old world state had here withered to 
a mere village arrangement intended to keep the rural peace. 
Each citizen had, or could reasonably hope to have, a small 
stake in the economic order. Private property, in Jefferson’s 
opinion, was one of the essential conditions of freedom — 
democracy cannot rely on noble sentiments or good inten- 
tions; it must have some solid foundation. Any centralization 
or collectivization of the national economy, even a substantial 
part of it, threatens to undermine the democratic base. 

Believing this, and all the modem admirers of Leviathan 
have merely obscured his arguments, not answered them, the 
rejection of capitalist industrialism contained in the Motes On 
Virginia^ was a natural and inevitable consequence. Not to 
have rejected it would have meant a denial of all the lessons 
of experience. He sprang from a simple agrarian society and 
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he wanted to preserve that society. It was a simple world he 
lived in, with a simple domestic economy — a, small world, 
also, in which nearly all the people were plain rural folk, 
living on farms or in little villages, with no shocking contrasts 
between wealth and poverty and no sharply defined class 
cohesions. He himself would not have called it a pure demo- 
cracy; there were restrictions on suffrage, and the gentry 
owned slaves, but there was solid reason to believe that the 
country was steadily progressing toward a more democratic 
order. 

There was the bright star, also, of education. ‘‘Of all the 
views of this law’’, he wrote in the J^otes On Virginia, “none 
is more important, none more legitimate, than that of render- 
ing the people the safe, as they are the ultimate, guardians of 
their own liberty. . . . Every government degenerates when 
trusted to the rulers of the people alone. The people them- 
selves, therefore, are its only safe depositories. And to render 
even them safe, their minds must be improved to a certain 
degree. This indeed is not all that is necessary, though it be 
essentially necessary. ’ ’ 

It was a good world he lived in, rich with promise and with 
hope, and he loved it too much willingly to thrust it aside. 
To put the good green earth, to raze the forests and poison 
the rivers, to crowd a people into such dark foul slums as he 
had seen in Europe, to open the door and bid Leviathan 
welcome — how could he? He may be charged, correctly, 
with being blind to the larger forces of his time. For this, 
however, it is easy to forgive him. Blindness is one of the 
conditions of love. 

But what of John Applegate? He lives in a country whose 
very heartbeat is the pulsing of the machine. Its society is 
based upon the “casudties and caprices” of trade and more 
than half of its people belong to the “mobs of the great 
cities”. What message has the Sage of Monticello for him? 

We can only follow Jefferson’s thought to its farthest pro- 
jection and then guess. When he was seventy-three, long after 
he had written the Notes On Virginia, his views of industrialism 
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had been modified. His years in the White House, coinciding 
with the Napoleonic wars that brought hardship and ruin to 
neutral shipping, had convinced him of the need of domestic 
manufactures. “We must now place the manufacturer by 
the side of the agriculturist”, he admitted, “or else become a 
mere agricultural colony of Europe.” Beyond this, however, 
he did not go. Unlike his great opponent Hamilton, he was 
apparently unable to understand the dynamics of the Indus- 
trial Revolution, or that, once begun, it could not be checked 
or halted but must run its course. It is futile, consequently, 
for John Applegate to look to Jefferson for a political philo- 
sophy or programme applicable to an industrial age. That, 
however, does not mean he has nothing to say. There is 
enough evidence to believe that he might have turned away 
from the contemporary scene in horror and dismay (Monti- 
cello is in itself such a piece of evidence) but if we keep in 
mind the central theme of his life, we may perhaps surmise 
his probable attitude toward our manufacturing society. 

The harsh brutality of our great industrial centres would 
have appalled him, and he would be hard put to recognize 
the tool-less, landless, traditionless factory worker as a source 
of democratic health, and having written to Charles Ham- 
mond in 1821 that “When all government, domestic and 
foreign, in little and great things, shall be drawn to Wash- 
ington it will become as venal and oppressive as the govern- 
ment from which we separated”, he would find his position 
as patron saint of the New Deal puzzling in the extreme. 
But his was an elastic mind, sensitive to the shifts and muta- 
tions of time, and while he may have grieved that his dream 
of America had gone down to ruin, he might have recognized 
the frontier of the machine as the modern extension of the 
frontier he knew in his youth. Whatever his criticisms, and 
they would be many, of one thing we may be sure: he would 
still insist that “government exists only to secure the welfare 
and happiness of its citizens”, and, from this insistence, argue 
that it is the social and human side of the ledger that finally 
counts. And one thing more: one thing above all others, 
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The people, not the elect, have the right to rule. Having 
never varied from this conviction, he would not vary now. 
He would speak to John Applegate, even as he spoke in corre- 
spondence with his friend Hartley in 1787, the credo that was 
his life: 

‘T have no fear but that the result of our experiment will 
be that men may be trusted to govern themselves without a 
master. Could the contrary of this be proved, I should con- 
clude, either that there is no God, or that he is a malevolent 
being.” 

To admire Jefferson is not necessarily to love him. He 
gives off a light rather than a waimth. But stand on the 
ramparts of Monticello, where on a good day the hills of 
Albemarle fall away into what seems the ultimate country 
of man’s content, and you know you are in touch with the 
democratic ideal. Here lived a man who loved freedom too 
much to deny it to anyone. This is his monument and this 
his fame. Nothing can detract, least of all the failure of his 
lost agrarian dream, from the inspiration of his life. The 
wilderness still hurls its challenge — ‘‘Nothing then is un- 
changeable but the inherent and unalienable rights of man” 
— and the fields of the republic spread out their promise 
beneath the long American sky. 
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JOHN CALHOUN OF FORT HILL 
The American as Aristocrat 


JOHN^CALDWELL CALHOUN 

1782: Born 18th March, near Abbeville, South Carolina, the son of 
Patrick and Martha Caldwell Calhoun. 

1804: Graduated from Yale University. 

1804-7: Studied law in Litchfield, Connecticut, and was admitted to 
the bar. 

1811: Married Floride Calhoun, a cousin. 

1811-17: Member of the U.S. House of Representatives. 

1817-25: Secretary of War in the Cabinet of President James 
Monroe. 

1825-32: Vice-President of the United States during the administra- 
tions of Presidents John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. 

1832-43: Member of the US. Senate. 

1844- 5: Secretary of State during the administration of President 
John Tyler. 

1845- 50: Member of the US. Senate. 

1850: Died ^ist March, Washington, D.C. 
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THE AMERICAN AS ARISTOCRAT 


■ he surge of backwoods democracy that brought 
I Andrew Jackson into the White House — (a person 
incidentally, of whom Thomas Jefferson did not 
approve, calling him one whose passions were terrible, a 
dangerous man) — also brought to the Vice-Presidency for his 
second term a gaunt and commanding South Carolinian who, 
more firmly than Jefferson, was to plant himself like a granite 
dike against the rising tide of industrial ambition and, in his 
efforts to maintain and solidify an agrarian society, bring the 
nation to civil war and the very edge of ruin. 

Just as Patrick Henry is a more vivid figure to John Apple- 
gate than Thomas Jefferson, so is Andrew Jackson more 
salient in his imagination than John Caldwell Calhoun. The 
man of action, the Indian fighter, the hero of the battle of 
New Orleans, the stormy petrel of the Presidency whose 
championship of an ex-barmaid was to create a national 
scandal — ^this exciting and nervous record makes one whose 
greatest accomplishment was a disquisition on government 
seem dull and dusty by contrast. But that disquisition on 
government was, in a sense, the rock on which the ship of 
the republic was almost to founder and go down. More 
important than that, in relation to its hidden influence upon 
John Applegate, it is the master beam of the fullest philosophy 
of the right of the elect to rule ever to be fashioned out of 
native American life and experience. Calhoun, animated by 
what he regarded as the highest motives, but lured into 
sectionalism by bitterness and the persuasive ideal of a Greek 
democracy, was to borrow the general groundwork of Jeffer- 
son’s thought and erect a superstructure of aristocratic 
affirmation that, in the end, would cause him to become 
representative of reaction. 
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Vilification, then, is easier than understanding— with 
Calhoun, perhaps more than with any other American, the 
good was interred with his bones. All parties, even those 
confused and over-enthusiastic idealists of the extreme left 
who would set life free by paralyzing all its vital impulses, 
seek justification for their policies in the writings of Jefferson. 
None dare admit their philosophy even to be remotely 
descended from the teachings of the great Carolinian. Yet 
Calhoun was generally regarded as the logical inheritor of 
Jefferson’s mantle and when he died he was mourned by more 
Americans than even the Sage of Monticello. He walks across 
the American stage like a figure out of one of the old tragedies 
— haunted, not so much by fate, as by the more personal 
nemesis of his being. He dreamed of being the architect of a 
new kind of society and instead designed, room by room, 
the house of his own disaster. 

In i8ii, when American commerce was being plundered 
by English ships, the state of South Carolina sent to Congress 
a brilliant young quartet— John C. Calhoun, Langdon 
Cheves, David R. Williams and William Lowndes. It was 
largely at their insistence, added to that of other so-called 
War Hawks, that the war of 1812 was declared. 

The dramatist or novelist already sees the obscure workings 
of chance and destiny. The Congressional debates that pre- 
ceded the war of 1812 were swiftly to bring Calhoun to 
national attention; from that time on he was never out of the 
public eye. But the war itself lifted to even greater promin- 
ence Andrew Jackson who, by defeating the British under 
Packenham at New Orleans, staked his largest and most 
dramatic claim to the Presidency that Calhoun was later to 
covet and, being denied it, suffer the canker of bitterness 
eating at his heart. So, at the very beginning, the dragon’s 
teeth were sown. 

Larger forces were also at play. There was no visible evi- 
dence that the long Virginia hegemony was sinking on the arc 
of afternoon or that the humanitarian idealism of Jefferson 
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would soon be eclipsed by a markedly opposite creed. But 
even then popular opinion in the South was undergoing a 
revolutionary change. During the first two decades of the 
Nineteenth Century, pro-slavery opinion was passive. The 
first defences that appeared were written in a tone of apology. 
A substantial part of the South had no love for the institution 
and those who took a realistic view — the advent of realism 
coinciding with Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin and 
the opening up of the vast Mississippi delta empire to the 
cultivation of the staple — preferred not to reopen a question 
they thought settled by the compromises written into the 
national constitution. But by 1820 apology began to shift to 
defence: the conviction was growing that the institution was 
too profitable to permit its extinction. 

Remembered as the foremost apologist of slavery, Calhoun 
in this respect was but one member of a fairly sizeable com- 
pany. The arguments in favour of the slave system had nearly 
all been put forward long before the institution was intro- 
duced into the plantation South. As ancient an institution as 
society itself, slavery early became a subject of philosophic 
inquiry. The greatest of Greek thinkers justified slavery as 
conforming to logic in nature; the law-minded Romans laid a 
basis for it in both thejMJ' civile and th.t jus gentium^ the patristic 
writers of the early Christian era endowed it with the sanction 
of church and religion. Aristotle, Ulpian, St. Augustine, 
St. Thomas Aquinas and Pufendorf were among those who 
contributed to the body of pro-slavery thought. 

The defenders of the institution in the Old South drew 
freely from this heritage, revising and recasting the old argu- 
ments to fit the special circumstances of their particular case. 
And as the tone of their argument became angrier and 
angrier, passing from apology to defiance, it became increas- 
ingly clear to the agricultural imperialists that the fortunes 
of the South could no longer be trusted to the Virginians of 
the old tradition, and that leadership must pass to South 
Carolina. This meant, inevitably, that the reins of Southern 
policy be placed in the hands of John Calhoun. Between the 
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State and the man there could be no separation. John Calhoun 
was South Carolina and South Carolina was John Calhoun. 

II 

The intellectual and social capital of South Carolina, in 
1820 as to-day, was the city of Charleston. Calhoun came to 
represent Charleston, and is that city’s most distinguished 
shade, but he did not begin there. Like Thomas Jefferson, he 
was an upcountry man. 

The section around Abbeville, South Carolina, where 
John Calhoun was born in 1782, used to be called the Long 
Cane country. Settled by French Huguenots, Scotch-Irish 
and Germans who were granted tracts of land before the 
Revolution, it is a lonely region of small clearings and hillside 
farms lost in a forgotten comer of the world. Elizabethan 
archaisms still survive in the common speech, for the high- 
lands of North Carolina are not far away, and there persists a 
belief in ghosts and witches. It is a country quick to violence, 
where politeness is the mannered courtesy of men who still 
go armed, and the sound of its music is the hill-billy whine 
and the belling of the hound-pack on the scent of a coon. 
Its scattered people live lonely lives, walled largely by the 
bounds of self, and when John Calhoun was born one year 
after Cornwallis’ march through South Carolina it was more 
lonely still. He was to show the influence of that loneliness 
all the years of his life. 

“The cast-iron man”, Harriet Martineau called him; “one 
who looks as if he had never been born.” And Mrs. Jefferson 
Davis, in her memoir of her husband, said he always reminded 
her of “a mental and moral abstraction”. 

The son of a farmer, growing up in the empty Long Cane 
country, Calhoxm had no regular schooling for the first eighteen 
years of his life. Sent at the age of twelve to live with the 
family of his brother-in-law, a Presbyterian minister and 
school-teacher, he read with such avidity that his health 
became undermined. He returned to his father’s home and, 
until he was nineteen, was put to the hard tasks of life on a 
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frontier farm — a severe and monotonous regimen broken only 
by hunting and fishing expeditions. Then, his father deciding 
he might have another try at books, he returned to live with 
his brother-in-law, now head of a sizeable ‘‘log college” where 
the boys lived in small cabins, chopped their own firewood, 
planted their own food, studied ten hours a day and rested 
only on Sunday — the sort of place, altogether, that would 
have won the heart and blessing of Cotton Mather. 

Two years of this stern Presbyterian discipline, plus an 
equally rigorous training in the classics, enabled Calhoun to 
enter the junior class at Yale. Life in New Haven under 
Timothy Dwight^ was only slightly less severe than life in the 
“log college”. That Calhoun absorbed much of the learning 
and rectitude of New England is to be suspected — ^that the 
germs of his secessionist doctrine came out of Connecticut is 
somewhat more surprising. His residence in New England, 
however, fell during the time when some of the Northern 
opponents of the Jeffersonian regime were urging their 
section to secede from the unholy alliance (a movement that 
finally culminated in the secret “Hartford Convention” of 
1814^) and it was during this period of political debate that 
the seed of secession was first planted in Calhoun’s thought. 

His position then, interestingly enough, was anti-secession- 
ist. Thomas Jefferson was his great ideal and it was char- 
acteristic of him to champion his hero against the rabidly 
Federalistic Dwight himseSf; causing the latter, it is said, to 
predict that his young opponent would some day sit in the 

^ A Congregational clergyman and educator who was president of Yale 
University from 1795 to 1817. One of the “Hartford Wits*’, the name 
given to a small group of youthful New England writers who achieved wide 
recognition through their satiric verse, he was also, during his later years, 
one of the leaders of conservative opinion in the United States. 

® A meeting, called at the invitation of the Massachusetts legislature, of 
twenty-six New England Federalists who held secret sessions from 15th 
December, 1814, to 5th January, 1815, during which a series of resolutions 
were passed, voicing opposition to J^erson’s republican principles and to 
the War of 1812. After making plans for calling another meeting in six 
months, the convention adjourned. Because of its conspiratorial atmo- 
sphere it was charged with treasonable intent and the doctrine of states’ 
rights, which it advocated, was temporarily discredited. 
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White House. Characteristic, too, was the subject Calhoun 
selected for his commencement day address: "‘The Quali- 
fications Necessary to Constitute A Perfect Statesman.’’ 

The letters written from New Haven and Litchfield, where 
he went to study law, are those of a man whose mind has 
already fallen into its natural shape — dry, pragmatic, grace- 
less. ‘'We have excellent sleighing here”, he wrote from Litch- 
field in 1806 to the Charleston lady who was to become his 
mother-in-law. ‘T was out last evening for the first time this 
season and found it very agreeable. It is a mode of convey- 
ance that the people of this state are very fond of” 

And to his friend Andrew Pickens: “You do me an injustice 
in supposing your letters intrude on my studious disposition; 
I am not so in love with law as to feel indifferent to my 
friends. Many things I study for the love of study, but not 
so with law. But, I confess, from my aversion to it, I draw a 
motive to industry. It must be done and the sooner the better 
is often my logick.” 

One of the effects of his delayed education, as Gamaliel 
Bradford has noticed, was that he never learned to spell 
correctly. Even the letters written late in life are full of irregu- 
larities, And one senses, from the beginning, a certain narrow- 
ness of range, a mind whose best recommendation is that it 
is loo conscientious ever to misrepresent what it finds. It is 
only necessary to read the letters he wrote to Floride Calhoun, 
the first cousin who was to become his wife, to believe the 
story that while he once tried to write a poem, he could get 
no further than “Whereas — 

He read much and what he read he remembered, making 
it part of his own close-grained thinking, but apparently his 
books were nearly all of an historical and political nature. 
Nowhere does the difference between Jefferson and Calhoun, 
the polished frontiersman and the unpolished one, appear 
more strikingly than in the letters they wrote on the general 
subject of reading. 

efferson, admitting the entertainments of fiction to be 
“useful as well as pleasant” goes on to say: “If the painting 
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be lively, and a tolerable picture of nature, we are thrown 
into a reverie, from which if we awaken it is the fault of the 
writer. I appeal to every reader of feeling and sentiment 
whether the fictitious murder of Duncan by Macbeth in 
Shakespeare does not excite in him as great a horror of 
villany, as the real one of Henry IV by Ravaillac as related 
by Davila? . . . We neither know nor care whether Lawrence 
Sterne really went to France, or whether the whole be not 
fiction. . . . Considering history as a moral exercise, her 
lessons would be too infrequent if confined to real life.” 

And now Calhoun. '‘I would advise a young man with 
your views”, he wrote to a correspondent in 1840, “to make 
himself thoroughly acquainted with the history of the free 
States of antiquity and the history of England and our 
country, and to read the best elementary treatises on Govern- 
ment, including Aristotle’s, which I regard as among the 
best.^ To this must be added a thorough knowledge of 
political economy, and of our country in all its relations, 
including its resources and the character of the people. But 
all this leaves much that can be acquired only by actual 
experience.” 

Jefferson certainly comes off the better of the two, writing 
with grace and charm, while the dry unleavened Calhoun 
seems merely to be advising his young correspondent to study 
less and experience more. Yet considering the nature of his 
own education, he could hardly have advised otherwise. 
Growing up on a frontier farm with solitude as his greatest 
teacher, he had learned to reason before he could read. He 
lived in the intellect, as Christopher Hollis has said, because 
he could not afford the luxury of living in a library. Things 
had to be thought out for himself, slowly, painfully, with 

1 Calhoun’s debt to Aristotle is apparent throughout all the South 
Carolinian’s political writings, even though payment takes the form of 
denying most of Aristotle’s conclusions. Calhoun’s chief borrowing from 
Aristotle, other than his justification of slavery, would seem to be the con- 
cept of the ilite as put forward in the philosopher’s Politics^ but here again 
Aristotle’s final view, which denies the right of the dlite to rule, is rejected by 
Calhoun in favour of his own contrary opinion. 
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infinite groping. His failing, in William James’ concept 
that any virtue carried too far may become a vice, was that 
of a too objective intelligence, a practical hard-headedness 
that eventually caused him to reject the ethical and normative 
inclinations of his youth in favour of the ruthless realism that 
found expression in the Disquisition On Government, 

He was not an humble man, for humility has not yet been 
discovered as part of the Scotch-Irish Presbyterian temper, 
and in his later years he came to believe he had no limitations. 
In 1845, when old age and illness was upon him, he wrote, 
“In looking back, I see nothing to regret and little to correct”. 

Limitations, like every man, he naturally had. Yet almost 
instinctively he stayed within their area. No flights of the 
imagination, no adornment, no flourishes. His thought, like 
his speech, was terse and crowded, hard to grasp, harder to 
hold. Deadly serious, insisting upon absolute attention, his 
conversation was most generally apt to take the form of a 
kind of autocratic monologue. 

“I have no desire to meet him again,” a dinner companion 
once remarked of him. “I hate a man who makes me think 
so much.” 

in 

Since the measure of our interest in Calhoun is primarily 
the measure of his influence upon John Applegate, the lesser 
events of his political career are easily dismissed. It is enough 
to say that when he became Vice-President in 1832, after 
seven and one-half years as Secretary of War in President 
James Monroe’s Cabinet, he had gained sufficiently in stature 
and reputation to have reasonable cause to expect to succeed 
Jackson as President. As was the case with his noted contem- 
poraries, Daniel Webster and Henry Clay, the prospect of 
the Presidency haunted and tantalized him. His disclaimer of 
any such ambition may be discounted for what it is worth — 
the protest of one who protests too much. 

Yet, while doing so, it has to be emphasized that no con- 
scious motives influenced him except the highest. He had 
more than his share of vanity, liking to feel that he carried 
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his state in his pocket like a rotten borough and that ‘‘when 
Calhoun took snufF, South Carolina sneezed’’, but he came to 
his conviction that he was the best man to govern the country 
more by the processes of thought than the workings of emotion. 
Nowhere are his complex and involved motives more clearly 
revealed than in those letters where he tries to explore his 
own state of mind. 

“If the country wants an individual to carry on the sec- 
tional conflicts,” he wrote in 1831, “I am not their man. I 
would not advance myself by sacrificing its true interests; 
but if they look to the higher considerations of peace, harmony 
and liberty, it would be the proudest incident of my life to be 
instrumental in promoting these great objects.” 

And in 1837: “So far from overestimating, I have no doubt 
that the very services which ought to recommend me to the 
country, and the qualities which ought to give confidence, 
constitute insuperable objections to my election. Nothing can 
raise me short of saving the country from convulsions.” 

Vanity is here, the largest kind of vanity, but it is a vanity 
that commands attention. John Calhoun had his petty 
moments but he was not a petty man. He had come to his 
conclusions, he had groped his way through to what he con- 
sidered cardinal principles, and from those principles he 
would not yield. Writing to Robert Barnwell Rhett, later to 
become one of the foremost “fire-eaters” of South Carolina,^ 
he said: 

“It seems to me that our true course is to occupy the old 
and independent ground on which we have stood for so many 
years, holding our principles and policies above the Presi- 
dential election.” 

What hopes he had for the future, what dreams of position 
or power, it is impossible to say. But he knew even then, 
watching the boil of slavery come to a head, that he was setting 
himself against the gathering forces of history— that the 

^ The name applied to those Southern extremists, who, as early as the 
1840’s, were advocating secession and the formation of a separate con- 
federacy of Southern states. 

G 


55 



John Calhoun of Fort Hill 

ever-increasing power of the industrial North, which had as 
its corollary an increased centralization of authority in the 
federal government, would not forever be denied. James 
Russell Lowell wrote of him in the Biglow Papers: ‘‘Mr. 
Calhoun has somehow acquired the name of a great statesman 
and, if it be great statesmanship to put lance in rest and run 
a tilt at the Spirit of the Age, with the certainty of being next 
moment hurled neck and heels into the dust amid universal 
laughter, he deserves the title.’’ 

It is doubtful, however, if Calhoun needed this monitor- 
izing. Time after time he recorded his own awareness that 
his name and reputation might go down to ruin; yet, his 
autocratic temper only strengthened by opposition, he would 
not yield his ground. There was still the bounden duty of 
speaking what he saw in the only language he knew. And in 
all those crowded years, in all the swollen passages of debate, 
there was no one capable of truly answering him: so much 
is evident from the congressional records of the time. Not 
until Lincoln was a spokesman to appear capable of framing 
a reply, answering from first principles an argument based 
on first principles. Such an answer Calhoun might have 
understood. No other. 

It makes an interesting and dramatic design to say that 
Calhoun might have been President, and the shape of history 
somehow changed, if he had not married a Charleston lady 
who would not receive a former barmaid into her drawing- 
room. Born Peggy O’Neal, now Mrs. Eaton, the barmaid was 
the wife of Jackson’s Secretary of War. “She is as chaste as 
a virgin 1” Old Hickory cried out in a Cabinet meeting, 
yielding generously to his habit of overstatement in what was 
probably the only such session ever given over to the con- 
sideration of a lady’s virtue. Mrs. Calhoun, however, pre- 
ferred to think otherwise. As high-handed as her husband was 
high-minded (tradition says she often locked him out of the 
house) she publicly snubbed Mrs. Eaton and refused to admit 
her to her home. 
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The testy Jackson, his love of direct action blocked by 
considerations of gallantry, vented his hostility upon Calhoun. 
Nor was his anger diminished when he learned that his Vice- 
President, instead of approving his breach of conduct in i8i8 
when he crossed into Florida and waged war against the 
Spaniards upon his own authority, as he had been led to 
believe, had instead been severely critical. The branch 
rapidly widened and soon the two men did not even try to 
conceal their hatred. Calhoun’s presidential prospects grew 
increasingly slim and Jackson, upon retiring in 1837 to his 
Tennessee plantation. The Hermitage^ said he harboured but 
one regret — ^that he had not had the chance ‘‘either to hang 
Calhoun or shoot Clay”. 

The tone of Calhoun’s thought, from this time onward, 
becomes more pronouncedly sectional in emphasis. It is now 
the South, rather than the nation, that claims his chief energy 
and attention. Because of this it has been deduced, perhaps 
too easily, that he lent himself to the ambitions of the Southern 
plantation imperialists out of bitterness and frustration. The 
bitterness and frustration cannot be denied, for he wanted the 
Presidency as much as he permitted himself to want anything, 
but if convenience demands a date be fixed for the turning 
point in his career, the year 1828 is better chosen. 

The tariff act of 1828, called in South Carolina the “Tariff 
of Abominations”, provided the immediate cause for a long- 
threatened period of governmental debate: capitalistic federal- 
ism and democratic liberalism were both under fire. How long 
Calhoun had been pondering the constitutional question we 
do not know; probably since his first year in Congress, cer- 
tainly all during his term of office as Vice-President. In any 
case, confronted with the fact that the South was doomed to 
become a minority voice in the affairs of government, and 
that its whole social and economic structure was in danger, he 
set himself to find a constitutional defence for its threatened 
interests — Whence the doctrines^'lof nullification and States’ 
Rights. 

The attempt to do Calhoun justice need not involve any of 
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that elaborate evasion called apology. He himself recognized 
and admitted his sectional and economic bias. Not only was 
he a member of the Southern ruling class, with the slaves and 
acres of his Fort Hill plantation to frame his position, but he 
was also the ruling class’s outstanding spokesman. Yet if this 
much of his word is accepted, that the bias of his political 
philosophy derived from sectional and economic partisanship, 
there is an obligation to accept the rest of it — that, along 
with his desire to save the South, he also hoped to preserve the 
Union. It may be said he wished to do this on his own terms, 
which is true, and characteristic of him, but to see him as a 
conspirator plotting the destruction of his country solely to 
benefit the Southern elite is totally to misread his character. 

“In speaking of abolition,” he wrote in 1838 from Wash- 
ington in a letter studded with typical misspellings, “you say 
it is better to part peacably at once, than to live in the state 
of indecision we do. That is a natural and common conclu- 
sion, but those who make it up do not think of the difficulty 
involved in the word; how many bleeding pours [pores] must 
be taken up in passing the knife of separation through a body 
politick, in order to make two of one, which has been so long 
bound together by so many ties, political, social and com- 
mercial. We must act throughout on the defensive, resorting 
to every probable means of arresting the evil, and only act, 
when all has been done, that can be, and when we shall be 
justified before God and man in taking the final step. Any 
other course would fail in its object.” 

Calhoun the conspirator is a mythical figures. Had the 
cause of States’ Rights not been wedded to the cause of 
slavery, his position might have been more clearly understood. 
Like Jefferson, from whom he drew the States’ Rights doctrine, 
he feared the drift toward federal centralization: equally, 
however, he came to distrust government based merely upon 
numerical majorities — ^rejecting, in the end, Jefferson’s cardinal 
principle of democracy and coming to the position he de- 
scribes and defends in the Disquisition On Government, 

This book, one of the landmark^ of American political 
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theory, has a certain tragedy of its own. One of the most 
brilliant feats of the American intellect, containing perhaps 
the finest defence of minority rights ever written, it is like a 
majestic but none the less faulty dam trying to hold back the 
flood-waters of every current of democratic thought and 
aspiration. 

Like Calhoun’s career, the Disquisition is linked inseparably 
with slavery — to justify slavery is its major concern. But if 
this be kept constantly in mind, its incidental arguments and 
critique of government are still of considerable value. The 
ultimate test of any society, Calhoun held, was the measure 
of protection it provided for its weakest citizen. There was 
no guarantee that even the most democratic government would 
not degenerate into despotism should power come to be 
centralized in a few hands. There was always ‘‘the never- 
ending audacity of elected persons”, the tax power was not 
immune to partiality, only the strictest scrutiny of a govern- 
ment’s conduct could keep it honest and just. It therefore 
befell the political philosopher, he reasoned, to remember 
that no matter how carefully authority was distributed between 
the executive, legislative and judicial branches of the govern- 
ment, an ambitious majority, controlling all three branches, 
would still be able to deny the rights and the interests of the 
minority. The theory of the static state as held by the Federal- 
ists of the Montesquieu school, resulting from powers held in 
exact equilibrium, had in Calhoun’s opinion been proved as 
much a failure as the belief of the Jeffersonians that a numerical 
majority would necessarily forward the cause of political 
justice. 

To correct these two “miscalculations”, Calhoun proposed 
the addition of another check upon federal authority — ^the 
veto power of the individual state upon an act of the national 
government. Such a veto power he held essential to constitu- 
tional government: “a power on the part of the ruled to 
prevent rulers from abusing their authority.” 

Beyond this, however, there lay a higher power: “a power 
to compel the parts of society to be just to one another, by 
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compelling them to consult the interest of each other . . 
by requiring the concurring assent of all the great and distinct 
interests of the community to the measures of the Govern- 
ment.” Having thus come upon the doctrine of a concurrent 
majority, implicit to which was the concept of proportional 
representation — ^his most revolutionary idea — Calhoun solved 
his problem by setting the will of a sectional or geographical 
majority above the will of the numerical majority. The lines 
of the Disquisition where he states his position may seem deadly 
dull, but they trace the lines of the Civil War. 

‘There are two different modes in which the sense of the 
community may be taken: one, simply by the right of suffrage, 
unaided; the other, by the right through a proper organism. 
Each collects the sense of the majority. But one regards 
numbers only, and considers the whole community one unit, 
having but one common interest throughout. The other 
[considers] the community as made up of different and con- 
flicting interests . . . and takes the sense of each . . . and the 
united sense of all . . . as the sense of the entire community.’ 

The validity of Calhoun’s view is still a matter of debate, its 
correctness indicated by the “different and conflicting” inter- 
ests that operate as an extra-legal part of government in the 
form of blocs and pressure groups (but with no consideration 
of the sense of the entire community), its incorrectness mani- 
fest in the tragic experience of the Civil War. But clearly the 
young disciple of Thomas Jefferson who locked horns with 
Timothy Dwight had gone a long way in his political thinking. 
Subjecting the philosophy of his master to realistic analysis, 
pointing out what he took to be its cardinal error, he jettisoned 
some of its most cherished doctrines and left its fabric in 
shreds and tatters. To the faith of Jefferson he made this 
answer: 

Tt is a great and dangerous error to suppose that all people 
are equally entided to liberty. It is a reward to be earned, 
not a blessing to be gratuitously lavished on all alike; — a 
reward reserved for the intelligent, the patriotic, the virtuous 
and deserving; — and not a boon to be bestowed on a people 
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too ignorant to be capable either of appreciating or enjoying 
it. Nor is it any disparagement to liberty, that such is, and 
ought to be the case . . . 

‘There is another error, not less great and dangerous, 
usually associated with the one which has just been con- 
sidered. I refer to the opinion, that liberty and equality are 
so intimately united, that liberty cannot be perfect without 
perfect equality ... To make equality of condition essential to 
liberty, would be to destroy both liberty and progress. It is 
indeed this inequality of condition between the front and 
rear ranks, in the march of progress, which gives so strong an 
impulse to the former to maintain their position, and to the 
latter to press forward into their files. This gives to progress 
its greatest impulse. To force the front rank back to the rear, 
or attempt to push forward the rear into line with the front, 
by the interposition of the government, would put an end to 
the impulse, and effectually arrest the march of progress.’ 

This foundation having been laid, the conclusion was 
inevitable. 

‘These great and dangerous errors have their origin in 
the prevalent opinion that all men are born free and equal; — 
than which nothing can be more unfounded and false. It 
rests upon the assumption of a fact, which is contrary to 
universal observation, in whatever light it may be regarded. 
It is, indeed, difficult to explain how an opinion so destitute 
of all sound reason, ever could have been so extensively enter- 
tained, unless we regard it as being confounded with another. 
I refer to the assertion that all men are equal in the state of 
nature; meaning, by a state of nature, a state of individuality, 
supposed to have existed prior to the social and political state. 
. . . But such a state is purely hypothetical. It never did, nor 
can exist. It is, therefore, a great misnomer to call it the 
state of nature. Instead of being the natural state of man, it is, 
of all conceivable states, the most opposed to his nature — 
most repugnant to his feelings, and most incompatible with 
his wants. His natural state is, the social and political — the 
only one for which his Creator made him, and the only one 
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in which he can preserve and perfect his race. As, then, there 
never was such a state as the so-called state of nature, it 
follows that men, instead of being born in it, are born in the 
social and political state; and of course, instead of being 
born free and equal, are born subject to the laws and institu- 
tions of the country where born, and under whose protection 
they draw their first breath.’ 

It is here, in these central passages of the Disquisition On 
Government^ that the thought of John Calhoun directly im- 
pinges upon the thought of John Applegate. Consider the 
latter’s dilemma. The Declaration of Independence tells him, 
as a self-evident truth, that aU men are created equal. Yet, on 
every side, every hour of the day, he sees a contrary stream 
of evidence. A is healthy, wealthy and wise while jB, who 
lives just around the corner, is chronically ill, a ward of the 
town, and mentally inferior to a seven-year-old child. The 
^’s and £’s pass in endless file, flowing across his field of 
observation like protozoa across the field of a microscope. Is 
the self-evident then contrary to all observational evidence? 
Again there is a conflict, a tugging at cross-purposes, the 
awareness of a dilemma. As an American John Applegate 
has a complicated genealogy, but in this uncertainty he is as 
much a child of John Calhoun as of Thomas Jefferson. Com- 
mon sense or idealism — ^how shall he choose? 

For John Calhoun there was no such question. He, too, 
had looked at the obseivational evidence, harder than ever 
has John Applegate, and he was far too honest a realist to 
think in terms of leanings, emotions or sentiments. For him 
to go beyond his natural reach, and see all men as equal 
because of their equal communion in the mystery of the 
human species, would have been impossible. There may be 
deduced from this, as from his general indifference to all 
that lay beyond the harshly practical sphere, a certain un- 
awareness of the moral world that indicates an incapacity for 
education. And it is such incapacity for education that con- 
demns us all, in the region of sense, to substitute our idea of 
things for what things may be in themselves. So it was with 
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Calhoun. Arrogantly confident of his own infallibility, ideal- 
izing slavery as one of the essential condition of his larger 
idealism, the Greek republic, he substituted his idea of 
society for what society might be in itself. It was this that 
kept him incorrigibly pursuing what he called the ‘‘good’’ — 
the way of life, that is, that would most nearly satisfy the de- 
mands of his nature — ^regardless of its moral flaws and im- 
perfections. 

But the real clue to Calhoun’s thought and character lies in 
the log college where he spent the most formative years of his 
life. The centre of Puritanism, by the time of the Revolution, 
was beginning to shift to the Presbyterian South. Having died 
down somewhat in Cotton Mather’s Boston, the fires of hell 
burned with all their original fury in Calhoun’s South Caro- 
lina. The primitive Presbyterianism he absorbed in his youth 
was no less weighted with Calvinistic dogma than the creed of 
the New England fathers, colouring all his subsequent thought 
and human relations down to the day of his death in 1850 
when he refused to summon his wife to his bedside lest she be 
put to an inconvenience. 

“I hold”, he wrote, “the duties of life to be greater than life 
itself, and that in performing them, even against hope, our 
labour is not lost. I regard this life very much as a struggle 
against evil, and that to him who acts on proper principle, the 
reward is in the struggle more than in victory itself.” 

Economic and sectional bias played a major part in bringing 
him to his rejection of democracy, but, beyond bias, how 
could he believe, this grim son of Galvin, that all men were 
equal and capable of self-government? He had known no 
such education as had Jefferson: he had gone to school to no 
liberal French and English philosophers: no happy winds of 
humanistic doctrine had played across his mind. If only his 
range of experience had been wider, one thinks; if only his 
incapacity for moral education had been less limited — ^what 
splendid feats of the intellect he might have performed. 

All his life, however, save for the brief period spent in New 
England where his Calvinistic emphasis was merely further 
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confirmed, he shuttled endlessly between the narrow provin- 
cialisms of South Carolina and Washington. How then can he 
be expected to come to Jefferson’s humanism? Man innately 
good? He brushed aside that piece of tender-minded senti- 
ment with a disdainful sweep of his hand. For the nature of 
man was not good, it was evil — ^such as the spiritual lesson 
of the log college of his youth. And this being so, the evil that 
is man, how could he be believed capable of governing himself 
in any way but evilly? It then followed, inevitably, that the elect, 
not the people, had the right to rule. To rule and have slaves. 

‘‘Let me not be understood as admitting, even by implica- 
tion, that the existing relations between the two races in the 
slaveholding states is an evil”, Calhoun cried out in a speech 
delivered in the Senate in 1837. ‘T take higher ground! I 
hold that it is, instead of an evil, a good — a positive good!” 

Again, throughout the crowded passages of this oration, he 
makes us realize how fully he anticipated all the spokesmen 
of feudalism in our time* And, with equal clarity, we are also 
made to realize that we have come but one step beyond John 
Cotton asking: “If the people be governors, who shall be 
governed?” and answering, “As for monarchy and aristoc- 
racy, they are both of them clearly approved, and directed 
in Scripture”. To find slavery good, a positive good, is merely 
to take the next step in a logical progression and introduce 
the doctrine of theocratic New England into a new and 
harsher frame. 

It is also, in human terms, to complete the tragedy. The 
inheritor of Jefferson’s mantle becomes the impassioned de- 
fender of man’s right to enslave man. The political philoso- 
pher looking at the face of society, finds there, in a kind of 
monstrous narcissism, only a mirror intended to reflect the 
will and image of John Calhoun. 

“Whether it be too great confidence in my own ability”, 
he is quoted as saying, “I cannot say; but what I think I see, 
I see with so much apparent clearness as not to leave me a 
choice to pursue any other course, which has always given me 
the impression that I acted with the force of destiny.” 
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This is like a scythe cutting down the last grasses of our 
sympathy. He ends by giving us only his wasted genius to 
regret. We must not think, however, that he would be con- 
cerned by this. He held the struggle important, not the 
victory, and he would be content with his reward. Thomas 
Jefferson lies at rest in a small plot on the slopes of Monticello. 
The whole South is the grave of John Calhoun. 
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4 

LET US KNEEL TO GOOD ABE LINCOLN 
The American as Patron Saint 


ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

1809: Born 12th February^ Hardin County^ Kentucky^ the son of 
Thomas Lincoln and Nancy Hanks, 

1831-7: Worked at various manual occupations; became a store- 
keeper in New Salem^ Illinois; studied law during his leisure time, 
1834-41: Member of the Illinois State Legislature, 

1837: Moved to Springfield^ Illinois^ where he opened a law office, 
1842: Married Mary Todd, 

1847-9: Member of the U,S, House of Representatives, 

1856: Became a member of the newly formed Republican Party, 
1858: Defeated for the U,S, Senate by Stephen A, Douglas^ but 
gained national prominence during the campaign, 
i860: Elected President of the United States, 

1864: Re-elected, 

1865: Assassinated by John Wilkes Booth, 
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4 Let us kneel to good Abe Lincoln 

THE AMERICAN AS PATRON SAINT 


I t is John Applegate’s habit, every summer evening when 
the weather is fine, to leave the house and walk to the 
edge of town. It is not far, only a few minutes stroll, and 
when he gets to the open country he climbs a little wooded 
hill that rises against the stars. Standing on its crest, the lights 
of the town shining in the darkness behind him, he looks 
into the night. Most of the time his mind dwells on little 
things, the small problems of family and business, but there 
are occasional moments when the ordinary world slips away 
and he is conscious of the vast immensity that is America. 
He knows as well as anyone that the airplane has bridged the 
oceans, that in one day he can travel by automobile twice 
as far as his father travelled by covered wagon in two months, 
but John Applegate, divorced as he is from the compulsions 
of the seasons, planting no seed and reaping no harvest, is 
still a creature of the earth. A mile is a mile: the geographical 
vastness of America remains unchanged. 

He feels, generally, a pride in this largeness. Having had 
the excellence of work, enterprise and success dinned into 
his ears since childhood, he has a respect and admiration for 
bigness — ^big buildings, big fortunes, big ventures. Anything 
less than Niagara is not truly a waterfall: anything less than a 
continent is not quite a country. 

European visitors, coming to the United States, are invari- 
ably troubled by this reverence for bigness. Either they are 
frightened by what endears America to many Americans — 
its complexity, its plurality, its diverseness — or, like Andre 
Siegfried, they see the potentiality of America, inherent in 
its vastness, frustrated by a dreary social pragmatism they 
hold to be the “religion” of modern America. Nor is it diffi- 
cult for these critics to summon a weight of evidence to 
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support their points of view. The standardization they de- 
plore, the materialism, the emphasis upon conformity — all 
are here. It is also true, as other foreign appraisers have 
noticed, that John Applegate, unlike the average European, 
has no sense of fate or destiny. No arch of mystery, or of 
terror, bends across his sky. The world, he feels, is a safe and 
relatively comfortable place, watched over by a sympathetic 
God who demands only that his children be cheerful and 
optimistic and trust wholly in the future. 

As good a Christian as the next man, and a deacon of his 
church, John Applegate’s idea of religion is apt to be con- 
fused with his idea of worldly success. A Christian man, by 
Galvinistic and Puritan definition, is a prosperous man: to be 
prosperous, and irreligious, is to John Applegate somehow 
unthinkable — ^that is why, to the extreme irritation of his 
critics on the left, he has never been able to convince himself 
that the robber-baion capitalists were truly immoral or 
wicked men; the mark of the Lord’s favour was too clearly 
upon them. Religion, then, while necessary, must not be 
carried too far. Sufficient unto the Sabbath is the church- 
going thereof. For the other six days of the week, a sensible 
man will put his attention to the practical business of making 
a living and not burden his mind with considerations of the 
moral universe — the physical one we live in is difficult and 
complicated enough. 

Such crudity of thought, however, much as it lends itself 
to ridicule and satire, does not absolve John Applegate from 
moments of spiritual himger. These are rare moments indeed, 
for he is not a man given either to metaphysical speculation 
or spiritual retreat, but when they come he is troubled by a 
vague sense of loneliness, some hint of man’s solitary incon- 
sequence in the immense eternity of space and time. The 
emotion that falls upon him, swiftly coming and swiftly gone, 
is much the same emotion that caused Henry Adains to write, 
in Mont-SainUMichely ‘^Man is an imperceptible atom always 
trying to become one with God”. John Applegate, no less 
than Adams, feels the need for a larger, deeper, more encom- 
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passing identification: the individual would be fused into 
something more enduring than himself. 

To tell John Applegate that such moments are moments of 
spiritual necessity, to say that in him there is some residue 
of religious aspiration left unsatisfied by the ambiguities of 
moral materialism — ^this would bring another look of puzzle- 
ment to his face. Lacking a sense of mystery, never greatly 
troubled by either the fear or love of God, he likewise lacks 
the knowledge that the religious impulse may exist independ- 
ently of church or temple, and that, if blocked in one direction, 
it must inevitably seek escape in another. He would be as 
hard put to understand this (so fixed and determined is his 
understanding of religion) as he would be to comprehend 
that his reverence for Abraham Lincoln — the American 
above all others who has a vivid existence in his mind — 
may also be regarded as a religious manifestation. While it 
would be an exaggeration to say that Lincoln is as valuable 
symbolically to John Applegate as was the Virgin to the 
devout of the Twelfth Century, it may yet be said that, in a 
singularly thin moral climate, he is the American patron 
saint. Indeed, had he not existed, as Voltaire is reported to 
have remarked of God, it would have been necessary to invent 
him. Man does not live by bread alone and even a people 
largely indifferent to spiritual matters must have a vessel to 
contain the highest aspirations of their hope and faith. 

That this should be so, that John Applegate should find 
meaning and inspiration in the memory of Lincoln whenever 
the nation is shadowed by trouble or disaster, is on first 
consideration one of the strangest circumstances of American 
life. Of all the great Americans to whom he might pledge his 
spiritual allegiance, and by that allegiance lift to the position 
of what anthropologists might call the father-spirit of the 
tribe, Lincoln is the one man whose life and character most 
violates those copy-book maxims which lie at the core 
of the genteel tradition John Applegate has never paused 
either to question or deny — a tradition, it is understood, 
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that depends more upon Mrs. Applegate than upon her 
husband. 

Consider, for instance, the mystery surrounding the facts 
of Lincoln’s birth. That he was illegitimate (though not, as 
folklore would have it, the natural son of either Henry Clay 
or John Calhoun) is well within the area of probability. That 
his mother was likewise illegitimate was a belief he himself 
held; his law-partner and biographer, William H. Herndon, 
telling us that he believed any such ability as he might have 
came to him as an inheritance from his mother through her 
mysterious father, “a Virginia aristocrat”. 

An illegitimate son of an illegitimate mother; what, ordinar- 
ily, would John Applegate say to this? Could his moral 
code be more deeply offended? And should it not be equally 
offended, in view of his admiration for energy and enterprise, 
by the fact that Lincoln was what he would call ‘‘shiftless” 
— one who in his youth, according to John Hanks, was not 
much good at any kind of work but dreaming; and who, in 
later life, so Dennis Hanks tells us, “was lazy — a very lazy 
man”. 

Lincoln, furthermore, spent many years of his life chronic- 
ally in debt — due to circumstances beyond his control, it is 
true, but none the less, in John Applegate’s vocabulary of 
censure, “a man who couldn’t pay his bills”. In appearance 
he was more striking than prepossessing, altogether indifferent 
to the impression he made on others, frequently sweaty under 
the armpits, always needing a hair cut. (“Here’s your Old 
Abe”, newsboys cried out when he became the Presidential 
nominee in i860. “He’ll look better when he gets his hair 
combed.”) Suppose a stranger answering this description 
should walk into John Applegate’s drugstore: would he not 
be tempted to remark upon the virtues of cleanliness and the 
value of a good appearance? 

And what of Ann Rutledge; what of Mary Todd? Presum- 
ing it possible for John Applegate to overlook Lincoln’s 
lesser shortcomings, how is it possible for him to ignore the 
affront given to the institution he respects above all others? 
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Here was a man who, married to one woman, is said to have 
dreamed and brooded on another; who went to his wedding 
believing he was going ‘‘to Hell, I reckon”, and, in all truth, 
did. Is this the sort of person John Applegate is prepared to 
revere? The more we inquire, the deeper the mystery becomes 
— a mystery, however, more apparent than real. 

It is most readily explained in terms of legend and myth. 
If John Applegate does not like to see his heroes painted 
“warts and all”, neither do most of his countrymen. After it 
was apparent that Lincoln could not be denied the central 
position in the hierarchy of great Americans — ^not by slander 
nor ridicule, contumely nor vilification — only one course 
remained open: he must be made fit for polite society. 

While Emily Applegate, belonging to a younger and more 
forthright generation, is willing to accept the likelihood of 
Nancy Hanks’ illegitimacy as “one of those things”, her 
father finds it more comforting to believe that she actually 
had the coat-of-arms that is sometimes claimed for her, and 
that she grew up in Cavalier Virginia “hunting, hawking, and 
fishing in the great estates of nearly a thousand acres”. Nor 
does he find it any less comforting to believe that instead of 
being illiterate, as was probably the case, she had enough 
learning to teach her son how to read and write, and spent 
her evenings giving him moral instruction from the pages of 
the Bible. 

It is not to be imagined from this, however, that John 
Applegate looks down upon the poverty Lincoln was born 
into. The more humbly a man starts out, the higher he can 
rise. All he asks of poverty is that it be worthy; that those 
who live in it do so with a decent consideration of the middle- 
class verities. He likes to think, therefore, that Lincoln was 
never late to school, never rude, noted for keeping his clothes 
clean. And if it pleases him to believe that Lincoln likewise 
never drank or swore, and never chewed tobacco, he finds 
it even more pleasing to look upon the rail-splitter as a “self- 
made man”. Lincoln, he might say, justified his poverty 
by growing out of it. 
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As for Ann Rutledge and Mary Todd, here he escapes the 
dilenama by refusing to confront it. He has some dim com- 
prehension that Mary Todd was a difficult person to get 
along with — (wasn’t there something about her driving old 
Abe from the house without any supper?) — but it is Ann 
Rutledge who is wedded to Lincoln in his mind. The agony 
caused by the death of a young sweetheart, and passion 
ennobled by loss, is one of man’s oldest and most cherished 
tales, while the day-by-day torment of living with a shrewish, 
ambitious woman who was eventually to grow mad is too 
grimly tragic ever to find acceptance by an imagination — 
national as well as personal — that demands primarily of love 
that it go to the altar in the last chapter and live happily ever 
after. 

That a cloud of doubt hangs over the romance, that there 
is not the slightest scrap of reliable evidence touching upon 
it, matters as little to John Applegate as it mattered to Edgar 
Lee Masters when he wrote in the Spoon River Anthology: 

I am Ann Rutledge who sleep beneath these weeds^ 

Beloved in life of Abraham Lincoln^ 

Wedded to him, not through union, 

But through separation. 

Bloom forever, 0 Republic, 

From the dust of my bosom! 

Mary Todd lends herself to no such celebration. Long 
since held unworthy of Lincoln, unfit for his place and 
destiny, she has been largely forgotten. Nor does the fact that 
more meaning and illumination is to be found in the sombre 
passage of Lincoln’s mairiage than in his doubtful romance 
with Ann Rutledge make any difference— John Applegate 
still prefers to pass it over in silence. 

In all this, however, there is an element of unfairness. John 
Applegate has been made too much a pawn in an intellectual 
game. While it is true that the Lincoln of his imagination is 
largely a Lincoln of myth, and that this myth has been 
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shaped to conform to the measurements of respectability, it 
is no less true that his reverence of Lincoln implies at least a 
partial rejection of those polite standards and values to which 
he generally adheres. One of the most revealing character- 
istics of John Applegate, generally overlooked, is that while 
he himself never strays from the path of propriety, his favourite 
people in American history are most likely to be men who 
have — Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, Sam Houston, Andrew 
Jackson, Lincoln above them all. Whether or not this is a 
form of escape, an obscure release from certain restraints 
and conformities that weigh more heavily upon him than 
perhaps he himself imagines — these considerations need not 
occupy us now. Certain it is, however, that the gaunt six- 
foot-four figure of Lincoln, gnarled and bearded and worn 
by toil, is closer to him than the sternly excellent George 
Washington, or Thomas Jefferson, pacing the corridors of 
his admirable mind. 

A scholar in search of a thesis might deduce from this, 
along with other evidence, that John Applegate is still a 
pioneer at heart — or, if not that, that his imagination is most 
excited by those figures of history and legend who manage 
to turn to him some of the excitement that gripped his fathers 
when their wagons creaked across the plains of promise 
toward the future’s dawn. Such a thesis, like most, would 
probably end by proving little because it tries to prove too 
much; yet, granting our imaginary scholar his right to specu- 
late, we might see him recording, possibly as a footnote, that 
John Applegate would be likely to name Zane Grey as his 
favourite author, and Gary Cooper, the frontiersman in store- 
bought clothes, his favourite movie star. 

The emancipated modern, having little patience with John 
Applegate to begin with, would look upon these preferences 
merely as further evidence of his shallowness of mind and 
badness of taste. And Sonny Applegate’s two favourite literary 
characters, Superman and Tarzan of the Apes, would be 
regarded as being similarly unfortunate. But these heroes of 
young America, if their appeal may be so arbitrarily limited, 
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embody all the characteristics of the frontiersman — ^his 
imagination, his fearlessness, his ability to win through no 
matter what the odds — and their amazing feats are constantly 
suggestive of the fabulous exploits of Paul Bunyan and Mike 
Fink.^ No matter what the strength or cunning of their 
enemies, the latter are invariably compelled to admit their 
defeat and say, like the treed ’coon in the Davy Crockett 
story, ‘'‘Don’t shoot, Mister — I’ll come down”. Tarzan is the 
frontiersman returned to the jungle: Superman the plainsman 
projected into the future. 

Our imaginary scholar might also urge us to consider those 
occupations that have most excited the American mind; to 
examine the progression that runs from pioneer to pony-rider 
to steamboat captain to railroad engineer to airplane pilot. In 
every instance the native esteem for the pathfinder comes 
through, no matter what the field. Thus, while we may find 
fault with the statement that John Applegate is a pioneer at 
heart, we may well believe that at least part of his admiration 
for Lincoln derives from those elements in the latter’s char- 
acter suggestive of the frontier. 

It is here better, perhaps, to say affection rather than 
admiration — ^Lincoln is liked as well as loved: his humour 
alone would have been enough to make him John Applegate’s 
favourite American. The national habit of story-telling — the 
tale told for its own sake, as moral adornment, as part of 
conversation — ^this habit reached its high climax in the stories 
of Lincoln. A latter-day American, grown more sophisticated 
in its tastes, might find these stories tedious and dull; corny, 
Emily Applegate would call them. Yet, as Miss Constance 
Rourke was the first to notice, they draw together the memories 
and fantasies of a whole region — ^more than one region — 
and yield a hardy comic poetry that is part of our popular lore. 

^ A mythical herculean hero of the lumber camps of the American north- 
west, Paul Bunyan, unlike Mike Fink, seems to have had no actual existence. 
The latter, however, was a keelboatman on the Ohio and Mississippi 
rivers and, while he too has become a legendary figure, tall tales of his 
exploits were widely recounted during the early part of the Nineteenth 
Century. 
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Lincoln’s humour was the humour of the frontier, rough as 
a chestnut-burr and broad as the blade of a logger’s axe. 
Before he was twenty he floated down the Mississippi to New 
Orleans on a raft; one of his first law cases arose from the 
opposition of the flatboatmen to a projected bridge across 
the Mississippi. By the time he came to manhood the river- 
man’s lore and vocabulary were as familiar to him as the 
speech and fables of Kentucky and Illinois. He knew the tall 
tales about Mike Fink — ^the boatmen’s hero who rode a wild 
moose and drowned a she-wolf with his hands — as well as 
those centring about Davy Crockett, just then coming into 
his legendary fame. No less familiar to him, according to Carl 
Sandburg, were the stories in Joe Miller'^ s Jests^ a slap-happy 
compendium of tales and anecdotes ranging from English 
puns and Irish bulls to Jewish folklore. All this and more 
went into his story-telling; he used the whole American 
strain. Mimicry, caricature, ridicule, burlesque — each was 
within his range. His was a hardy school of humour, horny- 
handed and contentious, though his most telling shafts were 
often delivered with an elaborately innocent air, as in his 
famous ridicule of Douglas’ fondness for drink. 

‘‘I was not aware until now that Mr. Douglas’ father was 
a cooper”, he said on one occasion. '‘I am certain he was a 
very good one, for” — and now he bowed to Douglas — ^‘he 
has made one of the best whiskey casks I have ever seen.” 

Some of the stories he is known to have told are still being 
told to-day; John Applegate has heard them in his drugstore. 
And behind all of them, as behind the man himself, there lay 
a large background of backwoods experience. The whole 
psychology of horse-trading, for example, is traced in his 
story about the boy who was showing a horse at a Kentucky 
fair. 

‘‘Look here, boy”, a man said. “Ain’t that horse got the 
splints?” 

“Mister”, the boy answered. “I don’t know what the 
splints is, but if it’s gobd for him, he’s got itj if it ain’t good for 
him, he ain’t got it.” 
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“A walking, stalking library of stories”, Carl Sandburg 
calls him. They came from anywhere and everywhere; his 
memory held them like a sponge. (‘T am only a retail dealer”, 
he said.) Many of them had a Biblical basis, like the one 
about the schoolboy who tripped over the names of Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego, and set up a wail as his turn to 
recite came round once more — "‘Look there, marster — 
there comes them same damn three fellers again!” There 
were others in which the Negro figured, revolving about his 
simple approach to religion and the way he humanized the 
characters in the Bible. Lincoln told of a carnival balloonist 
going up in New Orleans, sailing for hours, and finally 
coming down over a cotton-field. The gang of Negroes picking 
cotton saw a man floating from the sky in a blue-silk chariot, 
in silver spangles, wearing golden slippers. They fled, thinking 
the Day of Judgment had surely come — all but one old 
fellow so crippled with rheumatism he could not get away. 
He waited until the balloonist hit the earth and walked toward 
him. Then he mumbled: “Howdy, Massa Jesus. How’s 
yo pa?” 

Nor was Lincoln above turning his laughter against himself. 
When asked by one of his Springfield neighbours how it 
felt to be President, he said: “You know about the man who 
was tarred and feathered and ridden out of town on a rail, 
don’t you? A man in the crowd asked him how he was enjoy- 
ing it, and his reply was that if it wasn’t for the honour of 
the thing, he’d much rather walk.” He also liked to tell about 
a hard-bitten old Democrat who came up to him and said, 
after a time of preliminary glaring: “They tell me you’re a 
self-made man — ^well, if you are, all I’ve got to say is that you 
did a damned bad job of it.” 

There may be detected in Lincoln’s humour, as Miss 
Rourke has said, a synthesis of two of the more pronounced 
strains of native comedy. He showed the backwoods ebullience, 
calling a bowie-knife a scythe and telling of the brawl in 
which a man fought himself out of one coat and into another, 
but, along with this, there was an economy of speech that 
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seems to have been derived from the New England strain 
which was part of his ancestry, doubtless sharpened by many 
encounters with the Yankee traders who went West. In a 
speech made in protest against the Mexican War he told of 
an Illinois farmer who protested, ^'I ain’t greedy about land. 
I only want what jines mine”. The laconic statement is 
Yankee (suggesting the famous Galvin Coolidge story in 
which the Boom Age president, pressed by his wife to repeat 
what had been said by a minister on the broad subject of sin, 
is made to reply, “He’s agin it”), but the hidden inflation, the 
implicit background, belong entirely to the West. 

How much influence the Bible had upon Lincoln’s speech 
is hard to determine. Such traces of it as we are able to find, 
however, as in the Douglas debate where he says, “This argu- 
ment of the judge is the same old serpent that says, ‘You 
work and I eat, you toil and I will enjoy the fruits of it’ ”, 
have all been reshaped and altered by frontier experience. His 
images and metaphors were as unmistakably American as his 
face: “It will grow hair on a pumpkin”; “slick as a black- 
snake out of its skin”; “there are too many hogs (political 
hangers-on) for the tits.” There was the stuff of poetry in 
his speech — earthy, plain and homespun, coming out of the 
life he led and the life led led all around him — and often we see 
the artist at work. But despite all the praise given the stories 
he told, and to the Gettysburg address, it still may be won- 
dered why he has been so infrequently recognized as one of 
the major American writers, denied the place that is right- 
fully his. 

In saying it was Lincoln, rather than Mark Twain, who 
first made use of the firm native idiom that is held to be the 
latter’s great contribution to American style, there is no in- 
tent to deny Mark Twain’s largeness of stature. One cannot 
read Lincoln, however, without being struck that it was he, 
no less than Mark Twain, who did for the American lan- 
guage what Dante, in another time and place, did for the 
Italian — ^making it, that is, a medium of major expression. 
The Douglas debates are as great a landmark in our literature 
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as in our politics. The various characteristics that distinguish 
Mark Twain’s style — its firmness, its ease, its flavour — are 
likewise present in Lincoln’s. 

T do not rise to speak now, if I can stipulate with the 
audience to meet me here at half-past six or seven o’clock. 
It is now past five, and Judge Douglas has spoken over three 
hours. It will take me as long as it has taken him. That will 
carry us beyond eight o’clock at night. Now, every one of you 
who can remain that long can just as well get his supper, meet 
me at seven, and remain an hour or two later. The judge has 
already informed you that he is to have an hour to reply to 
me. I doubt not but you have been a little surprised to learn 
that I have consented to give one of his high reputation and 
known ability this advantage of me. Indeed, my consenting 
to it, though reluctant, was not wholly unselfish, for I sus- 
pected, if it were understood that the Judge was entirely done, 
you Democrats would leave and not hear me; but by giving 
him the close, I felt confident you would stay for the fun of 
hearing him skin me alive. ^ 

It would be an understandable error if, Lincoln’s author- 
ship of this passage being unknown to us, we should credit it 
to Mark Twain. It has the same tone, the same grain and tex- 
ture, the same shrewd knowledge of native psychology. It 
might be held, indeed, that Lincoln actually wrote the better 
prose — simpler, more direct, more ruggedly honest — and 
was capable of deeper emotional statement. What, in Mark 
Twain, is comparable to the Second Inaugural Address: or 
to the words spoken by Lincoln to his Springfield neighbours 
from the platform of the train that was waiting to t^e him 
to Washington after his first election? 

‘No one, not in my situation, can appreciate my feeling of 
sadness at this parting. To this place, and the kindness of 
these people, I owe everything. Here I have lived a quarter 
of a century and have passed from a young to an old man. 
Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now 

^ The opening remarks of a speech delivered on i6th October, 1854, in 
Peroia, Illinois — ^probably the first great speech of Lincoln’s career. 
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leave, not knowing when or whether ever I may return, with 
a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washing- 
ton. Without the assistance of the Divine Being who ever 
attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance, I cannot 
fail. Trusting in Him who can go with me, and remain with 
you, and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that 
all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope 
in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an affection- 
ate farewell.’ 

But now, the comparison between Twain and Lincoln hav- 
ing been made, it must be dismissed. A purely creative writer 
like Twain, given at once the freedom and the limitations of 
fiction, cannot be expected to speak, as did Lincoln, in terms 
of urgent personal immediacy. Much of the homage paid to 
Mark Twain, however, still more properly belongs to Lin- 
coln. The room of our admiration is large enough, surely, to 
find a place for them both. 


n 

The influence of the frontier upon Lincoln’s thought was 
no less marked than upon his speech and humour. A son of the 
same pioneer back-country that produced Thomas Jefferson 
and Andrew Jackson, endowed with the same spontaneous 
democracy, the Lincoln of reality has been so eclipsed by the 
Lincoln of myth that his most significant contribution to our 
political thought has been generally overlooked. His great- 
ness here depends, not so much upon his ability as a social 
theorist, for in his large humanity he preferred fable to dia- 
lectic, as upon his contribution to the continuing American 
debate that revolves about the universal argument as to 
whether the many or the few have the right to rule. 

In the way of assumptions of Cotton Mather and William 
Byrd of Westover were challenged by Thomas Jefferson, 
only then to be restated and buttressed with new arguments 
by John Calhoun — ^in this structure of affirmation and denial 
there can be detected a pattern of thrust and parry, charge 
and countercharge, that may be taken as the basic design of 
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American history. That the Civil War was the most dramatic 
occasion in that design needs no further emphasis. Lincoln’s 
association with the Civil War, basic to which was the issue 
of slavery, has given rise to the notion that the desire to 
abolish slavery was implicit in his every act. It was the preser- 
vation of the Union, however, rather than the abolition of 
slavery, that lay in the forefront of his purpose. 

Having experienced violence at first hand, a certain meas- 
ure of violence being present in every frontier society, Lin- 
coln rejected it as a solution. In the First Inaugural he said 
he had ‘‘no lawful right” to ban the South’s peculiar institu- 
tion, and when the war broke out he quickly rebuked those 
Northern leaders who saw the conflict as directed primarily 
against slavery. He never gave the idea formal statement, for 
he seemed almost to shun theoretical speculation, but it is 
clear that he regarded the state — or, rather, the institution 
of government — as an arbiter between opposing groups 
with conflicting interests. Unlike the Hot-Heads on one 
side, and the Abolitionists on the other, he believed in a spirit 
of compromise and mutual concession. 

This is plaintly indicated by his remarks on the Missouri 
Compromise. “The Compromise”, he said, “ought to be re- 
stored. We ought to elect a House of Representatives which 
will vote its restoration. If by any means we omit to do this, 
what follows? Slavery may or may not be established in 
Nebraska. But whether it be or not, we shall have repudiated 
— discarded from the councils of the nation — the spirit of 
compromise . . . But restore the Compromise, and what 
then? We thereby restore the national faith, the national con- 
fidence, the national feeling of brotherhood. We thereby rein- 
state the spirit of concession and compromise, that spirit which 
has never failed us in past perils, and which may be safely 
trusted for all the future ... It would be worth to the nation 
a hundred years’ purchases of peace and prosperity.” 

His views on slavery underwent considerable modification, 
and he came to feel that an attempt was being made to place 
the institution on a new basis, “making it perpetual, national 
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and universal”, but not even in the Emancipation Proclama- 
tion did he suggest that its abolition was his major purpose. 
In an open letter to Horace Greeley he wrote: “My para- 
mount object in this struggle is to save the Union. It is not 
to destroy slavery.” 

But the issue of slavery, transcending all others, could not 
be kept separate from the adjacent issue of democracy. The 
words of Jefferson’s charter were part of the political and 
moral climate in those threatening years. The principles 
of the Declaration intruded themselves upon every man’s 
thought and attention. Lincoln, like Calhoun before him, was 
forced to return to them and consider their meaning anew. 
Calhoun, subjecting the Declaration to the criticism of a 
ruthless realism, had tried to destroy it. Lincoln, coming from 
the same kind of society in which the idea of American de- 
mocracy had been found, gave its principles new and com- 
pelling statement. When he again joined Douglas in debate in 
Springfield, Illinois, on 17th July, 1858, a spokesman capable 
of framing a reply to Calhoim was at last found. Lincoln said: 

T adhere to the Declaration of Independence. If Judge 
Douglas and his friends are not willing to stand by it, let them 
come up and amend it ... In his construction of the Declara- 
tion last year, Judge Douglas said it only meant that Americans 
in America were equal to Englishmen in England. Then, 
when I pointed out to him that by this rule he excludes the 
Germans, the Irish, the Portuguese, and all the other peoples 
who have come among xxs since the Revolution, he recon- 
structs his construction. In his last speech he tells us it meant 
Europeans ... I expect ere long he will introduce another 
amendment to his definition. But who shall say, “I am the 
superior, and you are the inferior?” ... I have said that I do 
not understand the Declaration to mean that all men were 
created equal in all respects . . . but I suppose that it does 
mean to declare that all men are equal in some respects; that 
they are equal in their right to “life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness.” ’ 

liincoln, no less than Calhoun, had looked at the observa- 
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tional evidence. He knew, as well as the other, that it is the 
inequality of men, rather than their equality, that is subject 
to empirical confirmation. But unlike Calhoun, who discov- 
ered in such inequality his final argument for the inevitability 
of the elect, and unlike Jefferson who rested his case too 
largely on sentiment, Lincoln faced the problem squarely (or 
was driven to face it, for he had to be prodded into intel- 
lectual effort) and sought to establish a working relationship 
between a moral principle on one hand, and, on the other, a 
fact of reality. As reluctant as Calhoun to go beyond the 
observational process, totally disinterested in trying to prove 
the unprovable, he cut across theory and dialectic and went 
to the heart of the matter, affirming man’s right, whatever 
his individual condition, to his dignity and station as man. No 
proof is needed to establish this right, he correctly under- 
stood, because it exists itself as part of proof. Nor did he, like 
Jefferson, fall into the mistake of thinking it derived from 
some natural “law”. In his Gettysburg Address he called it 
simply a proposition — using the word, it would seemk in its 
accepted metaphysical context: a matter, that is, of belief 
and faith. It was his simple genius to understand, more clearly 
than any of his contemporaries, that the ethical content of 
the Declaration of Independence is the moral cement that 
holds the American system together, and gives the idea of 
democracy more than a political importance. 

Democracy, Lincoln felt, had a special mission and purpose. 
In this he suggests not only Emerson, Whitman and Tho- 
reau, but also de Tocqueville who wrote that, instead of be- 
ing a novel accident, democracy was the most ancient and 
permanent tendency to be found in history, and discovered 
in it certain religious implications. 

‘All men have aided it by their exertions: those who have 
intentionally laboured in its cause, and those who have 
served it unwittingly; those who have fought for it and those 
who declared themselves its opponents, have all been driven 
along in the same track, have all labomed to one end, some 
ignorantly and some willingly; all have been blind instru- 
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merits in the hands of God. The gradual development of 
democracy is therefore a providential fact, and it possesses 
all the characteristics of a Divine decree: it is universal, it is 
durable, it constantly eludes all human interference, and all 
events as well as all men contribute to its progress. It has a 
nobility of its own.’ 

To Lincoln, as to de Tocqueville, there was a moral pur- 
pose to democracy. It was not important as a way of 
organizing the affairs of society, or for its promise of a higher 
standard of living, but because of the spiritual and ethical 
illumination it contained. 

“The principles of Jefferson”, he wrote, “are the principles 
and axioms of a free society. And yet they are denied and 
evaded, with no small show of success. One dashingly calls 
them ‘glittering generalities’. Another bluntly calls them ‘self- 
evident lies’. And others insidiously argue that they apply to 
‘superior races’. These expressions, differing in form, are 
identical in object and effect — ^the supplanting of the prin- 
ciples of free government, and restoring those of classifica- 
tion, caste and legitimacy. They are the vanguard, the miners 
and sappers of returning despotism. We must repulse them, 
or they will subjugate us.” 

To call Lincoln a spiritual leader, and more particularly a 
prophet, may seem to be stretching definition to the breaking 
point. But prophecy, in its truest meaning, has for its con- 
cern not the future but the present; the function of the 
prophet, in Emerson’s words, being “to cheer, to raise and 
to guide men by showing them facts amid appearances.” 
The office of prophecy, in this understanding, as Van Wyck 
Brooks has said, is to reveal such facts as are obscured by 
appearances, to show that life is not being but becoming, to 
give moral and ethical example, to speak always in the be- 
lief that the great seed-bed of humanity contains always 
within itself the possibility of a spiritual awakening. 

This possibility Lincoln never once doubted. The Gettys- 
burg Address is a declaration of faith in that possibility. 
“The world”, he said, “will little note nor long remember 
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what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. 
It is for us, the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the 
unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far 
so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated 
to the great task remaining before us — that from these 
honoured dead we take increased devotion; that we here 
highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain; 
that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of free- 
dom; and that government of the people, by the people, for 
the people, shall not perish from the earth.” 

Those who rejected the Declaration of Independence, dis- 
missing it as a collection of “glittering generalities” and “self- 
evident lies”, would have found the Gettysburg Address 
similarly lacking in conviction. Nor was it highly regarded 
when Lincoln spoke on Cemetery Hill: he himself thought 
he had miserably failed. “The cheek of every American”, 
said The Chicago Times ^ “must tingle with shame as he reads 
the siUy, fiat and dish-watery utterances of the man who has 
to be pointed out to intelligent foreigners as the President of 
the United States”. But if we rise above such paltriness of 
consideration, struggling toward Lincoln’s own moral plane, 
we may perhaps see it for what it truly is — an insistence 
upon facts amid appearances; a showing that life is not being 
but becoming; a call for a spiritual awakening; one of the 
greatest prophetic utterances, in short, ever spoken on the 
American continent. 

That the age-old pattern of the Christ story — the humble 
birth, the long preparation, the martyr’s death — should have 
been found in the drama of Lincoln’s life is not surprising. 
That he should have come to be the American patron saint 
is less surprising still. Myth and folklore may be forgotten: 
so many the various American traditions Lincoln has come 
to represent. John Applegate would stiU turn to him in 
moments of necessity because he was the one great man among 
us whose life was ruled by love. For this alone he would be 
hgJlowed in our memory — ^the best we are, the best we can 
hope to be — ^and remain a symbol for all the world. 
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ANDREW CARNEGIE— OR FROM RAGS 
TO RICHES 

The American as Success Storj 


ANDREW CARNEGIE 

1835: Born 25/A Movemher^ Dunfermline^ Scotland^ the son of 
William Carnegie and Margaret Morrison Carnegie. 

1848: Migrated with his mother and father to the United States ^ the 
family settling in Allegheny ^ Pennsylvania. 

1849-65: Employed as bobbin-boy in textile-mill^ became a telegraph 
operator^ later employed as secretary to the superintendent of the 
Pennsylvania railroad. Served in military transportation section^ 
U.S. War Department^ through the Civil War. 

1865: Entered the steel business. 

1887: Married Louise Whitfield. 

1899: Consolidated his various steel manufacturing enterprises to 
form the Carnegie Steel Company. 

1901: Disposed of his holdings in the Carnegie Steel Company to 
the newly-created U.S. Steel Corporation. 

1902-10: Retired from business^ devoted himself to his career as a 
philanthrophist. 

1919: Died iith August^ Lenox ^ Massachusetts. 


86 



5 


Andrew Carnegie— or from Rags to 
Riches 


THE AMERICAN AS SUCCESS STORY 


W hen the Civil War broke out in 18615 and the 
Union armies were routed at the first battle of 
Manassasj there came to Washington as assistant 
in charge of the military railroads and telegraph division of 
the War Department, a young Scotch immigrant whose 
family had settled in Pittsburg. Occasionally, during those 
early months of war, Abraham Lincoln would come into the 
young man’s office and sit on his desk, worried and anxious 
for information. The destiny that had brought the youth 
to this place of importance, at the age of twenty-six, would 
seem strange enough: the destiny that was later to lift him 
to the highest ranges of material success, and make his name 
everywhere synonymous with the possession of great wealth, 
would seem more than strange — almost incredible, threaded 
with accident and with chance, joined to the destiny of a 
continent. 

John Applegate, however, to whom the young man’s saga 
is not altogether unfamiliar, does not find it incredible. How- 
soever amazing he may find some things, he finds nothing 
amazing in success. It is one of those things, like a high 
standard of living, he considers essential to America. Pyramids 
of wealth, like the pyramids of the New York skyline, are part 
of his national landscape. He would find it as hard to imagine 
an American bereft of millionaires as to think of Manhattan 
in terms of two-storey dwellings. If there were no millionaires, 
he might say, a poor boy could not hope to be one. 

Nor is this because, as has so often been charged, he is 
obsessed with a love of the almighty dollar; this is an easy and 
convenient view. He is material-minded, to be sure, and lives 
in a civilization materialistic to the core, but as for money 
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itself, as George Santayana has written, he makes, loses, 
spends and gives it away with a very light heart. Driven by 
the mores of his culture into moral materialism, busy since 
boyhood with the traditional American business of getting 
ahead, he is wont to emphasize money because of its value 
and convenience as a measuring device. It is, indeed, almost 
the only one he knows. This is why, though he is fully to 
appreciate a good man, or a kind one, his deepest admiration 
is likely to be reserved for the one who has been successful — 
the one, that is, who has money in the bank: he has been 
measured in the scales and found not wanting. 

Looking upon statistics as truth, convinced that figures do 
not lie, it is almost impossible for John Applegate not to be 
swayed by the size of a man’s fortune. There is involved, 
ultimately, something of that American reverence of bigness 
we have already noticed. The historic American fortunes 
are almost entirely impersonal to him. He respects them, in 
the end, for the same reason he respects Niagara Falls. Cubic 
tons of water, cubic tons of wealth — both have the same im- 
pressiveness. And if the cubic tons of wealth should happen 
to take on a certain tangibility, as in the form of skyscrapers, 
college buildings or libraries, the impressiveness becomes all 
the more. 

There is every reason, consequently, for Andrew Carnegie, 
the young telegrapher who gained the notice of Abraham 
Lincoln, to occupy a salient position in John Applegate’s 
mind. He has been aware of the steel-master ever since he 
borrowed his first book from the public library; a circum- 
stance Mark Twain clearly foresaw when he wrote, in one 
of the private papers Bernard De Voto has collected under 
the tide Mark Twain In Eruption^ “Carnegie has arranged 
that his name be famous in the mouths of men for centuries 
to come ... I think that in three or four centuries Carnegie 
libraries will be considerably thicker in the world than 
churches”. 

It was Twain’s belief, not free of cynicism, that Carnegie 
shrewdly set out to perpetuate his memory: “He has bought 
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fame and paid cash for it.” The motives behind the indus- 
trialist’s philanthropy were actually more complicated, but 
Twain was correct in believing that Carnegie’s memory was 
to be kept fresh and green by the libraries that bear his name. 
He has walked through their portals into American folklore. 
John Applegate thinks of him, whenever his name happens 
to be brought to mind, as a canny Scotch Aladdin with a 
magic steel lamp who spent his life making money in order 
to give the money away. Shrewd or not shrewd, Carnegie 
could not have arranged things more to his liking. 

Plutarch is but another name in John Applegate’s mind, 
put there during the high-school years that also gave to his 
memory the names of Julius Caesar, Henry VIII and Ivanhoe, 
but he would readily agree with the Greek historian’s general 
precept that the purpose and justification of biography is 
to set up good examples — ^models of successful men. This 
being so, he could think of no better book to put into the 
hands of the young, for practical instruction and moral guid- 
ance, than Carnegie’s Autobiography; a book which, as we 
read it in the twilight of the era he helped inaugurate, suggests 
the sort of confession an Horatio Alger hero might have 
written in his old age. 

Our worthy protagonist is grizzled now, looking not unlike 
a pint-size General U.S. Grant in a pair of golf-knickers and 
a plaid cap, and, basking in the Indian summer of memory 
on the high plateau of success, he can look back upon the 
past and find it good. The way of life, which other men 
have found steep and tortuous in the extreme, seems in retro- 
spect as sharply defined as the roadway of a railroad, pushing 
its way through the wilderness. One simply starts in the 
proper direction, keeps one’s eye always on the main chance, 
and eventually one arrives at a castle in Scotland with the 
King of England himself coming for a visit — ^it is as simple 
and easy as that. 

The story of Carnegie’s life, however, was somewhat more 
complicated than his autobiography would have us believe. 
The son of a militant weaver whose father and brother were 
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outstanding leaders of the early Scotch radical movement, the 
one being the publisher of what is sometimes called the first 
left-wing journal in Scotland and the other a Chartist and 
republican firebrand, Carnegie was born in Dunfermline, 
Scotland, on 25th November, 1835, in the attic of a one- 
storey house. His family migrating to America to escape 
their grinding poverty, he went to work at the age of twelve 
as a bobbin-boy in a cotton-mill at a dollar and twenty cents 
a week. His father was employed in the same mill and, in his 
autobiography, Carnegie describes the long hours of winter 
toil that stretched from dark to dark. 

‘The hours hung heavily upon me and in the work itself I 
took but little pleasure; but the cloud had a silver lining, as 
it gave me the feeling that I was doing something for our 
world — our family. I have made millions since, but none of 
those millions gave me such happiness as my first week’s 
earnings. I was now a helper of the family, and no longer a 
total charge upon my parents. Often had I heard my father’s 
beautiful singing of ‘‘The Boatie Rows” and often I longed 
to fulfil the last lines of the verse: 

When Aalick^ Jock and Jeanette 
Are up and got their kair {education) 

Theyil serve to gar the boatie row. 

And lichten d our care. 

To quarrel in any way with these admirable sentiments 
would be boorish; certainly they are not to be doubted. It is 
necessary to note, however, that even the quality of state- 
ment is reminiscent of the Alger hero; a tone characteristic 
of the whole Autobiography and infinitely more valuable, 
for the light it throws upon the author, than the sequence of 
facts he gives us. 

After s )me months in the cotton-mill, Carnegie became a 
messenger-boy, picked up a knowledge of telegraphy, rose 
to the position of assistant operator and a salary of twenty- 
five dollars a month by the time he was seventeen. “When- 
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ever one learns to do anything”, he tells us, ‘*he never has to 
wait long for an opportunity of putting his knowledge to 
use.” In 1835, leaving the telegraph office, he went to work 
as operator and chief clerk for Thomas A. Scott, division 
superintendent of the Pennsylvania railroad; six years later, 
at twenty-three, he was made assistant manager at a salary of 
fifteen hundred dollars a year. 

Thus far, as students of the Alger classics will recall, his 
life has paralleled almost exactly those of the heroes of Sink 
or Swim^ Try and Trust, Strive and Succeed, Like them he shows 
the same industry, the same slow but sure rise, the same 
singleness of purpose. The Alger epics, however, do not 
carry their heroes beyond the time when, like the twenty- 
three-year-old Carnegie earning fifteen hundred dollars a 
year, their feet are firmly planted on the ladder of success. 
In the Autobiography we are privileged to follow the adventures 
of such a young man further — ^to learn what his first invest- 
ment was, for example (ten shares of Adams Express), and 
what he said when he received his first dividend check: 
‘‘Eureka! Here’s the goose that lays the golden eggs.” 

We also learn, not without surprise, that after a mere six 
years had passed, his investments began to demand so much 
of his attention that he found it necessary to leave the rail- 
road in order to look after them; investments that consisted, 
among others, of interests in a locomotive works, a bridge- 
building company, a rail-making concern, and an iron mill. 
Not bad, John Applegate would say; a capital young man 
indeed. Nor would his admiration be dimmed by the fact that 
all this was done on a salary which, as far as we know, never 
exceeded one hundred and twenty-five dollars a month; a 
feat of finance that might lead the innocent-minded, as Mark 
Sullivan has said, to look upon Carnegie as the outstanding 
example of Scotch thrift in all history. 

Of his thrift there can be no doubt; but neither can it be 
doubted that the start of his fortune was like that of a number 
of others built up by such early railroad men as Cornelius 
Vanderbilt, James J. Hill, Jay Gould and James Fisk, Jr. — 
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fortunes fairly adequately described by the remark said to 
have been passed when an expensive saddle-horse was bought 
by a minor official; *'Sired by the railroad and damned by 
the stockholders.” It was not until the 1920’s that a business- 
man’s ‘‘contacts” were discovered to be as valuable as his 
intelligence or ability, perhaps more so, but such associations 
had their negotiability during those crowded years when the 
great American capitalists were hewing out their empires 
and staging their bronze-age battles for the economic control 
of a continent. 

A railroad official — even a minor one, a division super- 
intendent like Carnegie — could be a great and good friend 
to a rail-making company, a locomotive company, a bridge- 
building company, and any other company that might 
happen to stand alone the lines. And if there was a return of 
favours, a sort of mutual-aid society, such was the general 
practice of the time. Everybody was doing it and, as in those 
societies where a man is automatically polygamous because 
all his neighbours have several wives, nobody thought it 
immoral. No one found fault with Carnegie for making 
money by taking advantage of his position with the railroad; 
he was probably more praised than censured. If it was not a 
thing Thomas Jefferson would have done, or Lincoln, or 
John Calhoun who turned down a badly needed loan because 
he suspected it was being granted for political reasons — ^well, 
as John Applegate would say, things were different. A new 
Ameiica was in the making, a new civilization, and the 
integrity of the great Americans of an earlier time — ^that, we 
might say, which lay at the heart of their greatness — ^was at a 
discount in the marts of trade. 

Carnegie, with a kind of forthright naivet6, never tried to 
conceal the advantage he took of his position with the rail- 
road. Writing in 1906, by which time such practices had 
come to be considered slightly less than ethical, he tells of 
meeting a man who had the novel idea of building “cars for 
night travel” (Pullmans), and of introducing him to his 
superior, Thomas A. Scott, who agreed to place two of the 
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new cars upon the line. Whereupon the grateful inventor, 
Carnegie informs us, “greatly to my surprise offered me 
an eighth interest in the venture. I promptly accepted his 
offer. The first considerable sum I made was from this 
source”. 

There were other sources as well. The Autobiography does 
not go into detail on this score, but Burton J. Hendrick, in 
his Life of Andrew Carnegie^ exhibits an itemized statement of 
income for the year 1868. 


Income for 1868 $ 

Keystone Bridge Company 15,000 

Union Iron Mills 20,000 

Central Transportation Com- 
pany 6,000 

Southern 300 

Union Pacific S^ooo 

Furnaces — 

Rail Mill 6,000 

Lochiel 400 

Bitner 2,000 

Columbia Oil Company 2,000 

Third Bank 300 

Union Line 360 

Empire do. (?) 450 

Fort Pitt — 

Locomotive — 

North American Insurance ... — 

Min. & others — 

Surplus 300 


' $56,110 

Impressive though this record is, of greater interest is the 
private memorandum which accompanies it — one of the few 
glimpses into Carnegie’s inner character that has been per- 
mitted to us. 
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St. Nicholas Hotel, New York. 

December, 1868 

‘Thirty-three and an income of $50,000 per annum! By 
this time two years I can arrange all my business as to secure 
at least $50,000 per annum. Beyond this never earn — ^make 
no effort to increase fortune, but spend the surplus each year 
for benevolent purposes. Cast aside business forever, except 
for others. 

‘Settle in Oxford and get a thorough education, making 
the acquaintance of literary men — this will take three years’ 
active work — ^pay especial attention to speaking in public. 
Settle then in London and purchase a controlling interest 
in some newspaper or live review and give the general manage- 
ment of it attention, taking a part in public matters, especially 
those connected with education and improvement of the 
poorer classes. 

‘Man must have an idol — ^the amassing of wealth is one 
of the worst species of idolatry — ^no idol more debasing than 
the worship of money. Whatever I engage in I must push 
inordinately; therefore should I be careful to choose that life 
which will be the most elevating in its character. To continue 
much longer overwhelmed by business cares and with most 
of my thoughts wholly upon the way to make more money 
in the shortest time, must degrade me beyond hope of per- 
manent recovery. I will resign business at thirty-five, but 
during the ensuing two years I wish to spend the afternoons 
in receiving instruction and in reading systematically.’ 

Carnegie, on the first page of his Autobiography^ promises 
to speak not as one “posturing in public”, but with the utmost 
freedom. This promise, however, is not kept; nowhere do we 
find anything like the^ uninhibited frankness of these lines 
written in a hotel bedroom. And if we suspect a certain 
fraudulence in the Autobiography^ a falling into that very 
posturing he says he wishes to avoid, our suspicions are here 
confirmed. The path of life was not always so clearly defined, 
so sunlit, as he asks us to believe. We get tired, furthermore, 
of having him dwell upon the high, even noble, purpose that 
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inspired his charities. Granting his purpose was high, that it 
sprang from more complicated motives than a desire to buy 
fame, as Mark Twain thought, it is also fairly apparent that 
there was involved an effort to resolve an inner conflict whose 
roots went back to his childhood, a contrast implied between 
the harsh circumstances of his youth and the more palpable 
contingencies of material success, and that there was also 
present, at least to some degree, the desire to ease a troubled 
social conscience. 

Only the irresponsible, replacing one set of prejudices 
with another, would put forward this latter view as the whole 
explanation of Carnegie’s career as a philanthropist. But this 
interpretation, which we associate with the debunkers, is only 
a normal reaction against the tone set, not only by Carnegie, 
but by his whole generation. To pass from the writings of the 
earlier Americans to those who came forward after the Civil 
War — ^from Franklin’s autobiography to that of Carnegie, 
from the letters of Jefferson and Calhoun to those of Mc- 
Kinley and Mark Hanna, from the speeches of Lincoln to 
those of Cleveland — ^to make this dreary voyage is to realize, 
along with the appalling decline, what a premium had come 
to be placed on conformity and mediocrity: there are times 
when the Civil War seems to have been fought to make 
America safe for the second-rate. 

It was the generation of Carnegie and Grant, obsessed with 
the notion that unless a reputation is spotless it cannot be 
heroic, that set itself to censoring the writings of the founding 
fathers and then went on to expurgate their characters. That 
Carnegie should have been influenced by this tendency is not 
unnatural; he, no less than the next man, wanted to appear in 
public with his best foot forward. This we can understand; 
more baffling is the fact that even his private letters, except 
when they deal with actual business affairs, have the same 
counterfeit ring. Can we really believe him, this possessor of 
one of the three greatest fortunes of his time, when he says ‘T 
would destroy, if I had the power, every vestige of privilege 
in England and give to every man equal and exact privileges”; 
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are we to take his professed contempt of the titled classes 
seriously, the endless reiteration of his contumely and scorn? 

“Tennyson too, bowing to such influences 1” he wrote 
when the poet was made a peer. “He stands as a miserable 
example — ^the highest art of all, poetry, is prostituted to the 
claims of birth. ‘A weak old man’, is the verdict here. Barren 
Tennyson he has been for years. I don’t want to see him now. 
I think Matthew Arnold would hesitate to accept such a 
humiliation,” 

Mark Twain, we suspect, would not have been fooled by 
such goings-on as this. It was left to Twain, in the private 
paper already mentioned, to paint the best portrait of Carnegie 
that has come down to us and to strike off the true lineaments 
of his character in a single brilliant phrase — ^The Human 
Being Unconcealed. “He is just like the rest of the human 
race but with this difference”, Mark Twain wrote. “The 
lest of the race try to conceal what they are, and succeed, 
whereas Andrew tries to conceal what he is but doesn’t 
succeed.” 

In a wonderful description of a visit to Carnegie’s home, 
which in itself might stand as a partial refutation of the theory 
that Mark Twain was “taken in” by the respectable East, he 
goes on to fill in the details of his portrait. 

‘Mr. Carnegie is not any better acquainted with himself 
than if he had met himself for the first time day before 
yesterday. He thinks he is a rude, bluff, independent spirit, 
who writes his mind and thinks his mind with an almost 
extravagant Fourth of July independence; whereas he is 
really the counterpart of the rest of the human race in that 
he does not boldly speak his mind except when there isn’t 
any danger in it. He thinks he is a scorner of kings and 
emperors and dukes, whereas he is like the rest of the human 
race: a slight attention from one of these can make him drunk 
for a week and keep his happy tongue wagging for seven years. 

T was there an hour or so thereabouts, and was about to 
go when Mr. Carnegie just happened to remember by pure 
accident, apparently, something which had escaped his 
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mind — ^this something which had escaped his mind being, in 
fact, a something which had not been out of his mind for a 
moment in the hour and which he was perishing to tell me 
about. 

‘He jumped up and said, “Oh, wait a moment. I knew 
there was something I wanted to say. I want to tell you 
about my meeting with the Emperor”. 

‘The German Kaiser, he meant. His remark brought a 
picture to my mind at once, a picture of Carnegie and the 
Kaiser; a picture of a battleship and a Brooklyn ferry-boat, 
so to speak ... I could see the Kaiser’s bold big face, inde- 
pendent big face as I remember it, and I could see that other 
face turned up toward it — ^that foxy, white-whiskered, cun- 
ning little face, happy, blessed, lit up with a sacred fire, and 
squeaking, without words: “Am I in Heaven or is it only a 
dream?” 

‘Carnegie loves to talk about his encounters with sovereigns 
and aristocracies; loves to talk of these splendid artificialities 
in a lightly scoffing and compassionate vein and try not to 
let on that those encounters are the most precious bric-a-brac 
in the treasury of his memory; but he is just a human being, 
and he can’t even wholly deceive himself, let alone the house 
cat. With all his gentle scoflSngs, Carnegie’s delight in his 
contacts with the great amounts to a mania; it must be as 
much as four years since King Edward visited him at Skibo 
Castle [Carnegie’s home in Scotland], yet it is an even bet 
that not a day has passed since then that he has not told 
somebody all about it. He cannot leave the King’s visit alone; 
he has told me about it at least four times, in detail. I don’t 
believe I can stand the King Edward visit again.’ 

This description of the steel-master, etched in acid though 
it is, strikes us as having a closer resemblance to the living 
original than the Carnegie we meet in the pages of the AutO’- 
biography. There are few purported confessions that conceal 
so much and reveal so little: were it not for the self-communi- 
cation written in the St. Nicholas Hotel, which Carnegie 
nowhere mentions, he would be as lifeless as a badly-joined 
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puppet, dripping sawdust at every pore. That is the one tinae 
when we are won whole-heartedly to his side. So much are we 
swayed that, like a spectator carried away by the play, we 
wish to cry out our advice — “You’re right, young man; 
follow your own admonitions”. We would have been the 
material losers had he done so, for there can be but few 
Americans who have not in some way benefited from his 
purse, but, instead of libraries and grants and foundations, 
we might have had something more valuable — a distinct 
development in the American character; an inspiriting de- 
parture from the “successful” men of his generation, the group 
of whom Charles Francis Adams was to say so damningly, 
“A less interesting crowd I do not care to encounter”. 

For Carnegie to do this, however, given his temper and the 
temper of the times, was altogether impossible. His desire for 
wealth was greater than his desire for the good life — ^how can 
it be argued otherwise? — ^but it would be an error to deduce 
from his decision to remain in business merely a love of gain. 
Andrew Carnegie talked about money no less than does John 
Applegate — ^there are few books, indeed, out of the field of 
finance, upon whose pages the word “millions” appears more 
frequently than upon those of his autobiography — but to 
him, as to John Applegate, money was likewise a symbol and 
measure of success; a word, in the vocabulary of that grasping 
generation, that meant one thing only: power. Empires were 
in the making, duchies and feudal kingdoms, and while 
Carnegie never stopped talking of the sequestered life, he was 
driven by every basic impulse to the centre of the arena, 
defending and enlarging his own domain. Early in his auto- 
biography he tells us “nothing could be allowed to interfere 
with my business career for a moment”, and in this almost 
accidental confession there is revealed the shaft and piston of 
his life. It has been argued, by one of his biographers, that 
had the iron industry not been revolutionized by the dis- 
covery that molten metal could be decarbonized by forcing a 
stream of air through it — ^the essential principle of the Bessemer 
process— he might have followed the road be mapped for 
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himself in the hotel bedroom. But this is mere theorizing, a 
by-product of apology. The fact remains that, instead of 
retiring, he made use of Bessemer’s discovery further to 
expand his industrial empire until it was the largest of its 
kind the world had ever seen: the iron-master became the 
steel-master and the face of a nation was forever changed. 

As the name of John D. Rockefeller, during that era, be- 
came synonymous with oil, so did that of Carnegie become 
representative of steel. The one was the outstanding exponent 
of combination, thinking in terms of mergers and cartels, 
while the other, like the true troglodyte he was, hammered 
his way from the iron age into the steel age with the club of 
ruthless competition. Of the two. Rockefeller’s methods were 
actually more humane; yet it is he, rather than Carnegie, who 
is remembered in American folklore as the evil genius of 
cruelty in business. 

Rockefeller, going to other men in the oil business, would 
preach the desirability of combination and the wastes of com- 
petition; Carnegie, contrariwise, scorned co-operation, looking 
upon price-fixing agreenients, for example, as ‘'bad business 
. . . strengthening the other fellow as much as they strengthen 
you”. To the governing board of the Carnegie Steel Company, 
he wrote: “We should look with favour upon every combina- 
tion of every kind upon the part of our competitors; the bigger 
they grow, the more vulnerable they become.” During the 
course of his career he acquired but two competing plants. 
Homestead and Duquesne; the rest of the time he harried his 
rivals the way the chiefs of the Scottish border raided and 
pillaged the lands of their English neighbours: “Carnegie’s 
cattlework along the border”, the steel trade came to call the 
pitiless methods which made him, by 1900, the undisputed 
master of his field. 

It was only then, thirty-two years after he wrote his private 
memorandum on the good life, when his enemies had all been 
routed and he himself was sixty-five and scarred with battle, 
that he gave serious thought to retirement. 

“Our profits had reached forty millions of dollars per year 
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and the prospect of increased earnings before us was amazing”, 
he writes. “Steel had ascended the throne and was driving 
away all inferior material. It was clearly seen that there 
was a great future ahead; but so far as I was concerned I knew 
the task of distribution before me would tax me in my old age 
to the utmost.” 

To dispose of an industrial empire like the Carnegie Steel 
Company and its allied interests, however, required more than 
the mere offering of it for sale. There was, actually, but one 
possible purchaser— J. Pierpont Morgan, the only man in 
America who commanded enough wealth and financial 
backing to form the steel trust which must be created to 
purchase the Carnegie interests. 

The story of the negotiations between Carnegie and the 
elder Morgan reads like the story of a gigantic horse-trade. 
Like the boy in the Lincoln fable, Carnegie set out to demon- 
strate that if the splints were good for his steel company, it 
had them; if they weren’t, it didn’t. And, having come by 
his reputation for ruthlessness honestly, he immediately built 
a fire under Morgan by having his press agent give out the 
statement that the Carnegie Company intended to erect a 
twelve million dollar pipe-and-tube mill that would have 
been in direct competition with Morgan’s interests in the 
already existing National Tube Works. He actually bought 
the land on which the plant was to stand, had plans drawn up, 
and began work on the foundations. 

Meanwhile, a steady stream of press releases came from his 
headquarters in Pittsburg, telling of new enterprises upon 
which he intended to embark. He started rumours that he was 
going to build a railroad in competition with the Pennsylvania, 
now a Morgan property, and even began surveys for a Car- 
negie road from Pittsburg to the Atlantic. Such rumours and 
announcements unsettled the whole financial world; the net- 
work of Morgan interests began to suffer; other bankers and 
industrial magnates begged Morgan to “do something” about 
Carnegie. 

This application of threat and pressure, balanced by allure- 
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ment in the form of glowing descriptions of the blessings of 
industrial peace, will be easily recognized as the “war of 
nerves’’. Carnegie’s use of this strategy was described, by 
James Howard Bridge in his History of the Carnegie Steel Com- 
pany^ by an analogy taken from the field of religion. “In 
the conversion of the heathen, missionaries have found it 
useful to describe the condition of the damned before pre- 
senting a picture of the joys of the blessed. It was on some 
such principle that the threat of industrial war was thus made 
by Carnegie, before the blessings of co-operation and con- 
solidation were set out before the alarmed financier.” 

The end of the negotiations between the elder Morgan and 
Carnegie’s agents was reached in January, 1901, when 
Carnegie sold out for four hundred million; his own share, 
measured in cash, coming to around two hundred and fifty 
million. The one-time bobbin-boy, at the conclusion of the 
deal, received Morgan’s congratulations on being the richest 
man in the world. This was success beyond the outermost 
limits of fiction: Horatio Alger himself would have rejected 
it as being too fantastically extreme. 

The economic implications of that success, which were 
first suggested on 3rd March, 1901, when plans for organizing 
the United States Steel Corporation were made public by 
J. P, Morgan and Company, do not quite fall within the con- 
sideration of this essay. That date, however, offers itself as 
being hardly less important, in relation to John Applegate’s 
America, than that which marks Columbus’ discovery of the 
new world. The theocracy of Cotton Mather and the Pilgrim 
Fathers, Thomas Jefferson’s agrarian democracy, the slave- 
holding imperialism of John Calhoun, the fluid society of 
small capitalists envisioned by Abraham Lincoln — all had 
been swept away. Geared to the dynamo of the industrial 
revolution, Big Business had become Brobdingnagian in size. 
A new elect had risen. And it was they, the financial 
and corporate elect, who now insisted upon the right to 
rule. 

“For thirty years,” William Howard Taft was to say, “we 
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had had an enormous material expansion in this country, in 
which we all forgot ourselves in the enthusiasm of expanding 
our material resources and in making ourselves the richest 
nation on earth. We did this through the use of the principle 
of organization and combination, and through the develop- 
ment of our national resources. In the encouragement of the 
investment of capital we nearly transferred complete political 
power to those who controlled corporate wealth and we were 
in danger of a plutocracy.” 

Despite the gloomy foreboding of a large part of the press, 
the conservative Boston Herald going so far as to conclude 
that *‘if a limited financial group should come to represent 
the capitalistic ends of industry, the perils of socialism may be 
looked upon by even intelligent people as possibly the lesser 
of two evils”, it cannot be said that John Applegate’s father, 
reading of the formation of the steel trust, knew a limit had 
been reached. The progressive movement was astir, and 
Theodore Roosevelt would soon head a rebellion against the 
trusts, but John Applegate’s parent was no more aware of 
momentous change, of the flicker of heat-lightning upon the 
presence of to-morrow, than was to be his son in the next 
generation, sitting in his living-room listening to the radio 
while the tides of an era were flowing out. He, like most 
Americans, had looked upon the welter of change brought 
about by the machine age as a reflection of the spirit of pro- 
gress. The American system, it was believed, was justifying 
itself by its works; the ceaseless, dynamic onruch of the In- 
dustrial Revolution gave purposeful and tangible meaning 
to the idea of liberal democracy. 

If John Applegate’s father had any premonitions of future 
crisis, as did the editorial writer for the New Orleans Picayune 
who wrote, “Governments will be operated, congresses and 
legislatures will be continued for the express purpose of legis- 
lating for these mighty corporations, and individuals will 
cease to be considered. After that, what?”, he could afford 
to shrug them aside. The future was a house other people 
would live in, and it was easier, much easier, to chuckle over 
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the way Finley Peter Dunne’s “Mister Dooley” summed up 
the drift of the times: 

Tierpont Morgan calls in wan iv his ofBce boys, th’ prisidint 
iv a naytional bank, an’ says he, 'James,” he says, “take 
some change out iv th’ damper an’ r-run out an’ buy Europe 
f’r me”, he says. “I intind to re-organize it an’ put it on a 
paying basis”, he says. “Gall up the Czar an’ th’ Pope an’ th’ 
Sultan an’ th’ Impror Willum, an’ tell thim we won’t need 
their sarvices afther nex’ week”, he says. “Give thim a year’s 
salary in advance. An’, James,” he says, “Ye betther put that 
r-redheaded bookkeeper near th’ dure in charge iv th’ con- 
tinent. He doesn’t seem to be doin’ much.” ’ 

A few weeks later, on the front page of the newspaper that 
carried “Mister Dooley’s” column, John Applegate’s father 
read that Andrew Carnegie was going abroad. Again turning 
to his favourite philosopher, he found that he thought Mr. 
Carnegie must be a very happy man: 

“He had money, he has fame, he has Andhrew Carnaygie, 
and he’s a little deaf.” 


n 

The notion of the “inspired millionaire”, which would 
probably be John Applegate’s way of summing up the char- 
acter of Andrew Carnegie and other conspicuous examples of 
the success story, seems to be part of the intellectual inherit- 
ance handed down by his father, a relic of the Gilded Age. 
It is hard to understand, on first consideration, how this 
concept ever came about. Despite the fact that the merchant 
prince is one of the oldest human types, found in the most 
ancient civilizations, Emily Applegate’s contrary idea that 
millionaires are principally valuable as exponents of Veblen’s 
theory of “conspicuous waste”, and anything but inspired, 
woxild probably find a much readier acceptance by the 
modern temper. Yet, as we wander through the quiet and 
mossy cemetery we call the Gilded Age, we come upon monu- 
ment after monument raised to those men Emily Applegate 
looks upon as conscienceless plunderers who left only a track 

103 



Andrew Carnegie^ or from Rags to Riches 

of waste and ruin. The monuments are neglected now — a 
fallen slab here, a chipped angel there, the wire skeletons of 
floral decorations rusting in the weeds — but the testaments of 
admiration engraved by an earlier time are still clearly to be 
read. Here is one extolled as an empire-builder; here another 
is commemorated as the benefactor of his country; here is a 
column carved with the words of Walt Whitman: ‘‘Business 
shall be, nay is, the word of the modern hero.” 

The conflict that exists between Emily’s point of view and 
that of her father is more than part of the larger conflict that 
is almost inevitable between two different generations. It 
stems, in its essentials, from the mutually antagonistic terms 
of John Applegate’s notion itself—a confusion, however, not to 
be laid to uncritical muddle-headedness alone. For even if we 
agree with Emily and Matthew Josephson that the robber- 
barons were sometimes hard to distinguish from a pack of 
dinosaurs — drinking up oil, gorging on iron and coal, destroy- 
ing great forests with lashes of their tails — ^we are still faced 
with the undeniable fact that they were the most interesting 
phenomena of their era. The tracks they left in time have 
not yet been sufficiently rid of unpleasant associations to 
make them desirable as hearthstones, as are those actual 
dinosaur tracks sold in a comer of western Massachusetts, 
but as we take their measurements in the hope of under- 
standing the structure and habits of the creatures who made 
them, we come to appreciate that the interest they aroused, 
even the fascination, lies not in what they were, for here the 
verdict of Charles Francis Adams still stands, but in what 
they did. It is still impossible, for example, to look upon that 
part of the native landscape ploughed up during the titanic 
struggle waged by Harriman and Schiff against Morgan 
and Hill for control of the Northern Pacific railroad without 
being stmck by awe; here, we realize, was a battle of giants. 

Looking at this struggle through John Applegate’s eyes — 
or, better, through the eyes of his father — ^we come to per- 
ceive, particularly if we remember that the American philo- 
sophy of moral materialism has tended increasingly to become 
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more material than moral, that the notion of the ^‘inspired 
millionaire” is not without a certain validity. These were 
the men — ^the Vanderbilts, the Harrimans, the Carnegies, 
the Jim Fisks — ^who gave drama and excitement to the times. 
As the political struggles of the years before the Civil War were 
followed with the interest that now attaches itself to a pennant- 
race, so were the struggles of the great capitalists during the 
Gilded Age. The battle for possession of the Northern 
Pacific, which in one day forced the price of its shares from 
one hundred and ninety to over one thousand dollars, was 
watched with as much excitement as a World Series. John 
Applegate, consequently, in talking about an ‘‘inspired 
millionaire”, is using the word in the same context as when 
he talks about an “inspired” ballplayer — ^Babe Ruth, for 
instance, was clearly visited by inspiration the day he hit 
three home-runs. 

A moralist, however, confirmed in his tendencies, would 
feel called upon to quarrel with John Applegate for being 
unaware that his ideal of an “inspired millionaire” implies a 
disinterested man, an obviously contradictory notion. He 
would have to point out, as Van Wyck Brooks has done, that 
any social ideal must stand or fall on whether or not it 
provides a possible moral programme for the individual; a 
way of looking at life, a point of view — ^which, of course, the 
ideal of millionairedom does not; consisting, as it does, 
merely of the determination to get hold of a million dollars. 
Going further, the moralist might find in these idealisms of 
John Applegate, the “inspired millionaire” and the “inspired 
ball-player”, a certain spiritual paucity, a lack of standards 
and values, a bleak indifference to the non-material world. 

But John Applegate, who is simply a citizen of a particular 
culture, is here as much in need of understanding as criticism. 
If he finds his set of standards and values in the realm of 
business, and regards the millionaire as a more than service- 
able social ideal, it is because business, from the end of the 
Civil War to the present time, has been the most absorbing 
activity of American life. Even Van Wyck Brooks, one of 
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the severest critics of our business civilization, is forced to 
this admission. 

^ 'The idealization of business in America”, he writes in 
Three Essays on America^ "has a certain validity which else- 
where it could not have. One cannot compare the American 
commercial type with the commercial type that England has 
evolved without feeling in the latter a certain fatty degener- 
ation, a solemn, sanctified, legalized self-satisfaction, which 
our agile, free, open, though sometimes indefinitely more 
unholly type is quite without; for even in his unholiness the 
unholy business man in America is engagingly crooked rather 
than ponderously corrupt ... a gay, sprightiy, childlike being 
moved and movable, the player of a game, a sportsman 
essentially, though with a frequently dim perception of the 
rules. . . . Business has traditionally absorbed the best elements 
of the American character. . . .Just those elements which in 
other countries produce art and literature, formulate the 
ideals and methods of philosophy and sociology, think and 
act for those disinterested ends which make up the meaning 
of life; just that free, disinterested, athletic sense of play 
which is precisely the same in dialectic, in art, in religion, in 
sociology, in sport— just these, relatively speaking, have in 
America been absorbed in trade. It is not remarkable that, 
on the one hand, our thought and literature are so perfunc- 
tory while, on the other, American business is so seductive, 
so charming, so gay an adventure.” ’ 

Even though we may feel that Brooks has here surveyed 
the field of American business from the same lofty plane he 
sometimes accuses Emerson of having dwelled upon, and 
like Walt Whitman is unable altogether to make up his mind 
whether he admires or deplores die commercial emphasis of 
American life, the impression is that he is perhaps more 
nearly correct in this passage of diagnosis than in those given 
over solely to anger and excoriation. For the fact is that 
when literary men find fault with the material aspect 'of our 
culture, and criticize it, they are merely decrying something 
inherently alien to the literary point of view — fk point of 
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view, more precisely, which has somehow drifted outside the 
main channel and current of American life. 

This conflict of standards and values, roughly indicated by 
John Applegate’s division of all human brows into the two 
fixed classes of high and low, has been latent in the American 
complex ever since the first transplanted Europeans began to 
push back the geographical frontier from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific. ‘‘Never have metaphysics or Aristotelian logic”, said 
one learned colonist, “earned a loaf of bread”. When John 
Applegate’s great-uncle was busy killing Indians, clearing 
the forest, and raising his house with his own hands, a good 
axe and a good rifle were of far more value to him than all 
the culture of the ages. The pioneer not only had no time or 
opportunity to acquire manners and culture, but, as James 
Truslow Adams remarks in his study Our Business Civilization^ 
because of the apparent uselessness of manners and culture, 
he came to despise them. They marked the soft and effemin- 
ate, the dandy, whereas he and his companions were the 
“real men”, the fellows who really counted. “The well- 
dressed, cultured person”, writes Adams, “becomes the 
‘dude’, an object of derision, who, so far from exerting any 
ameliorating social or intellectual influence, is heartily looked 
down upon; and culture itself is relegated to idle women as 
something with which no real man would concern himself.” 

This passage has the same look of alarm that crosses the 
faces of most scholars when they contemplate the American 
scene — a panorama that has been variously described as 
jungle, wasteland, and agitated by the jitters — ^but in its 
broad outlines the geodesy is correct. What is most impressive 
about such evaluations of our American culture, however, is 
that they in themselves stand as evidence of the unhappy 
division of which their authors complain — a bill of divorce- 
ment granted more on grounds of mutual incompatibility 
than actual neglect or cruelty. 

Such incompatibility has always been present. If John 
Applegate tends to look upon the poet and the painter as 
intellectual dudes, wearing loosely-draped clothes that 
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indicate loosely-draped morals, they, for their part, look upon 
him much as Emerson looked upon the young Southerner he 
wrote about in his Journal — ‘"In civil, educated company, 
where anything human is going forward, he is dumb and 
unhappy, like an Indian in a church’’. 

Yet despite this long record of mutual suspicion, the earlier 
American writers, those who participated in the great literary 
period of New England, were able to feel themselves fairly 
central to their place and time: as men of culture they too 
had a role to play. It is only when we reach the Gilded Age, 
the era of the “inspired millionaire”, that we find the conflict 
between the artist and society so deepening as to create the 
almost unbridgeable gap that exists to-day. The hordes of 
young people who fled America in the 1920’s, and went to 
Europe in search of a climate more favourable to the green 
shoots of the artistic impulse, apparently thought themselves, 
as would appear from Malcolm Cowley’s memoir, The 
Exile^s Return^ rebels and pathfinders. They were, in fact, 
merely following a trail first broken by James Whistler and 
Henry James. 

The early American writers had always looked abroad — 
to England, to the Mediterranean countries, to the Near and 
Far East. Never, however, did they renounce America as 
their spiritual homeland. Whatever was taken from abroad — 
seen, read, tasted, heard — ^was introduced into the native 
fabric and given native emphasis and interpretation. The New 
Englander of the first half of the Nineteenth Century was 
inspired, as Edmund Wilson has said in The Triple Thinkers^ 
“to present the world with a new humanity, set free from 
the caste-barriers and poverties of Europe, which should 
return to the mother country only to plunder her for elements 
of culture which might contribute to the movement at home”. 
Later, with the triumph of industrialism, and the ascendency 
of the millionaire to the central place in the American solar 
system, the persons who were concerned with thought and 
culture began to disavow the United States and take refuge 
in Europe, 
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This withdrawal on the part of the artist from American 
life — a negative instead of a positive reaction: a rejection of 
Emerson’s credo, “Nerve us with incessant affirmatives” — 
was to have disastrous consequences. John Applegate, at a 
time when he stood most in need of the scholar and the poet, 
the man of culture, would be left open and unprotected 
against the intellectual barbarities of a later era. And the 
man of culture, having rejected John Applegate as unworthy, 
able for the most part to perform no better act of husbandry 
than to scatter an already thin and acid soil with the compost 
of contempt, the artist, in his turn, was to float about like a 
petticoat-creeper on the wind — ^partof two worlds but belong- 
ing to neither. 

Nowhere is this divorce of the artist from society given a 
more decided emphasis than in the life of Henry James. 
James’ act of expatriation was, in its essence, a revolt against 
the success story; though to talk of him as having uprooted 
himself from America, as is generally done, is not altogether 
correct. James had travelled so much in his earlier years that 
he had no firmly established sense of place: he was no more 
a child of Boston than he was of London or New York. What 
we find in his novels is not so much a dispute between two 
sets of values, European and American, as a reflection of the 
harsh and puzzling contradictions of the Gilded Age. As 
Wilson points out, James shows us all that was magnanimous, 
invigorating and human in the American character, along 
with all that was frustrated, sterile and emotionally meagre 
— the sort of spiritual starvation that Carnegie unwittingly 
reveals in the letter written to himself in the bedroom of the 
St. Nicholas Hotel. 

What James is doing, in his role as social historian, is to 
show us the effect of the success story upon the men and 
women of his era. What has happened to make them so 
wan? “Well,” Wilson concludes, speaking for James, “they 
have become very rich, and being rich is a terrible burden; 
in the process of getting rich they have starved themselves 
spiritually at home; and now that they are trying to get 
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something for their money, they find that they have put 
themselves at the mercy of all the schemers and adventurers 
of Europe.” 

Carnegie’s autobiography, left unfinished at his death, 
ends with an episode that gives vivid confirmation to this 
side of James’ point of view. Telling of the presentation in 
1912 of a testimonial to the German Emperor in celebration 
of twenty-five years of peace, Carnegie wonders if the Kaiser 
“will rise to his appointed mission as The Apostle of Peace”, 
and tells Wilhelrn, in that fustian fashion of his, ‘Tn this 
noblest of all missions you are our chief ally”. What char- 
acter, in James, is quite so gullible as this? The “inspired 
millionaire” turns out to be more simple than the heroine of 
Daisy Miller, without having her fresh and wayward American 
charm. Even she, we feel, who knew no better than to com- 
promise her reputation, w^ould have managed to meet the 
outbreak of the War of 1914-18 with a deeper sense of reality 
than Carnegie who, to conclude his life-story, can only cry 
out: “Watch President Wilson! He has Scotch blood in his 
veins!” 

What makes Henry James valuable as a guide to the era 
of the great millionaires is that his own career, like that of 
Mark Twain, had been gready affected by the change in the 
national culture that took place after the Civil War. Just 
as the aspirations of the democratic frontier were affronted 
in Mark Twain, stinging him to the satire of The Gilded Age 
and A Connecticut Yankee In King^s Arthur^s Court, so were the 
aspirations of New England’s golden age affronted in James 
by the cruder aspirations of the success story — a general 
philosophy which, with an irony some may find amusing, 
had its roots in the same soil that produced the Concord 
renaissance. 

The Puritan emphasis upon the virtues of industry and 
thrift had always been underscored, and, in addition, there 
was always the implied bond between supernatural approval 
and wordly success. The sage of Concord himself, whose 
saintly transcendentalism swathed a hard core of Yankee 
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shrewdness, found that “Success has no more eccentricity 
than the gingham and muslin we weave in our mills”; and 
Timothy Dwight, from his eminence as president of Yale 
University, brought the argument one step further and 
declared “the love of property to a certain degree seems in- 
dispensable to the existence of sound morals” — ^the whole of 
which Lowell summed up by saying: “Protestantism had made 
its fortune and no longer protested.” 

m 

While the bracketing of the novels of Horatio Alger with 
those of Henry James as “representative” of the late Nine- 
teenth Century may seem representative only of absurdity, 
none the less, in Alger’s one hundred and nineteen titles, we 
have the obverse side of the era’s coin. 

On the popular juvenile level, before the Alger success 
story come along to dispute their popularity, the dime novel 
was staple fare. The standard hero of the dime novel, as John 
Applegate will always remember, was Buffalo Bill; long- 
haired, wearing a moustache and small goatee, “the finest 
figure of a man that ever sat a steed”. Thundering from 
adventure to adventure in more than one thousand ten-cent 
melodramas, this buckskin Superman always managed to 
keep his horse one nose ahead of the lathered pony ridden 
by the cowboy “bad man” who rivalled him in popular 
favour — a gun-toting desperado who robbed banks and stage- 
coaches, shot it out with posses, and made it a habit to die 
with his boots on. 

An understanding of the value of thrift and industry, plus 
a set of copybook maxims, would seem poor weapons with 
which to challenge the leadership of such energetic men of 
action. This, however, is precisely what the Alger hero 
managed to do, attaining a popularity never matched before 
or since. Perhaps the bad man and Buffalo Bill would have 
been worsted in any case, but it seems more likely that the 
tremendous vogue of the Alger series would not have been 
possible had it not been for the implied moral excellence of 

III 



Andrew Carnegie^ or from Rags to Riches 

the acquisitive instinct then running wild as an unbroken 
pinto. One of Alger’s earliest titles, Work and Win, reducing 
the accepted formula for material achievement to its lowest 
possible terms, was the general burden of them all — a ceaseless 
flow of sermons that saw the path of righteousness as the way 
to wealth and the love of money at the root of all good. 
Horatio Alger, the high priest of the success cult, was simply 
Timothy Dwight acting and speaking on a lower level. 

The son of a domineering Unitarian minister, Alger was a 
neurotic youth with an obsession about sex purity who was 
nicknamed “Holy Horatio” by his schoolmates. After going 
to Harvard, where as a freshman he changed lodgings after 
he came across his landlady in a loose negligee, he visited 
Paris and, as the cynical will have already suspected, man- 
aged to get himself seduced almost immediately by a night- 
club singer who taught him to sing and to dance for lagniappe. 
Out of this fertile experience, baffling as it may seem to John 
Applegate, came his hunger and reverence for success. 

“I want to live to be great”, he confessed to his diary. 
“Suppose it is vain — all great men are vain. What have they 
got that I need, to be like them? Whatever it is I will see,” 
Herbert Mayes, in his biography of Alger, suggests that he 
wrote for boys because he could not write for men — an im- 
plication of arrested development that is more than confirmed 
by the facts of his life. Forswearing tobacco and alcohol with 
the same fervour displayed by his heroes, his only habitual 
vice was eating candy; he also liked to play with building- 
blocks, follow the engines that clanged to the fires which then 
regularly illuminated the New York scene, and play the drum 
in newsboys’ parades. Yet this was the man who, in his serial 
Ragged Dick, wrote what was perhaps the first American 
success story, as we now understand it, and created, in the 
person of his hero, a shabby but sterling newsboy, the stock 
figure of the “inspired millionaire” legend. 

That Horatio Alger was an arrested adolescent is important 
to no one. But was there, is there, the same implication of 
adolescence, the same lack of human and moral education, 
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in the cult he served so faithfully — ^in John Applegate’s con- 
cept of the “inspired millionaire” he did so much to create? 
There would seem to be no other conclusion. We are told of 
these vessels of inspiration, even as we are told of Andrew 
Carnegie, that they remained “young men” to the end of 
their days. It is precisely this youngness, however, this lack 
of moral and intellectual development, that finally reveals 
their true character and invalidates their usefulness as an 
adequate social ideal. After the obvious indictment has been 
drawn, and outrage satisfied, the larger, more appalling 
judgment remains. In some form or other the dinosaurian 
capitalists of the Gilded Age were all Alger heroes, fixed by 
the beady hypnotic eye of material success, and it was the 
tragedy of such a hero, as it was of his creator, never to grow 
up. If their monuments were to go down to ruin, and later 
generations find it impossible to do them homage, it would 
be only because the nation, howsoever slowly it crawled along 
the road to maturity, seeking a more salient individual and 
social interest and a more vital method of life, would come 
in time to need a larger inspiration than they could hope to 
provide. 
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P. T. BARNUM SITS FOR A PORTRAIT 
The American as Educator 


PHINEAS TAYLOR BARNUM 

i8io; Born ^th July^ Bethel^ Conn,^ the son of Philo and Irene 
Taylor Barnum. 

1829: Started a weekly journal^ The Herald Of Freedom, which 
soon failed. 

1835; Began career as showman by exhibiting a Negro woman named 
Joice Heath; she is advertised as having been George Washington's 
nurse and more than i&o years old. 

1841: Purchased the American Museum^ ^ in New fork City where 
he exhibited ^^Tom ThumV\ 

1844: Tour of England; ^^Tom ThumF^ appears before Queen 
Victoria and members of the Royal Family. 

1871: Opened his circuSy ^^The Greatest Show On EartK\ in 
Brooklyn^ NT. 

1881: Combined his circus with that of his contemporary, James 
Anthony Baily, to form ^^Barnum & Bailef\ which soon became 
one of the most colourful features of the American scene. 

1891: Died ^th April, Bridgeport, Connecticut. 





6 P. T. Barnum sits for a Portrait 

THE AMERICAN AS EDUCATOR 


L ook from the mould-shattering face of Abraham 
Lincolnj its very perfection of homeliness giving it that 
quality of authority Henry James once described as 
“commanding style” — ^turn from this mask of American 
uniqueness to a photograph of Phineas Taylor Barnum and 
you discover the face of the American average. 

John Applegate, pledged to his set of stock responses, would 
immediately recognize it as such. A “typical” face he would 
call it, comfortable to have around, a face whose shape and 
character bears the unmistakable impress of the large American 
die. The broad fleshy nose, the wide full mouth with its 
suggestion of a coin-purse, the eyes set deep beneath a jut of 
bushy brow, the high domed forehead crested by a fringe of 
curly hair — all stamp him as a member of the “in-group”, 
the multitudinous unremarkable norm. The cartoonist’s 
pencil might be tempted, as it frequently was during his 
lifetime, but not the artist’s brush. Only the ears, for one 
brief moment, might hold the artist’s attention — great pro- 
truding flaps of ears, exaggerated as Cyrano’s beak, ears that 
would indicate their possessor (if the folk-way interpretation 
of big ears is correct) as one of the most generous and expan- 
sive of men. 

And so he was. Hanging above a mantel in the house of 
one of his descendants is a photograph that shows him sur- 
rounded by the members Df his family; daughters, sons-in-law, 
grandchildren, great-grandchildren. The large humanity df 
the beaming patriarch still warms the fading print; even the 
swell of his paunch gives off an aura of geniality and good- 
will — ^we would know him, without any further evidence, as 
an eminently social creature. 

To be a social creature is perhaps implied in the circus- 
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man’s career. Barnum, however, liked people to stream 
through the doors of his home as much as he enjoyed having 
them pass through the gates of his American Museum. He 
knew everybody, prince and pauper, bishop and Bowery 
bum, and for company’s sake the one was as good as the 
other. ‘‘As a host he could not be surpassed”, Gamaliel 
Bradford quotes one of his visitors as saying. “He knew the 
sources of comfort — ^what to omit doing, as well as what to 
do, for a guest. He had the supreme art of making you feel 
really free, as if you were in your own home.” 

Whatever plumb-lines Barnum dropped into the depths of 
the human character did not go very deep: he knew, however, 
perhaps was born with the knowledge, that in laughter and 
credulity all men are alike. William and Henry James were 
frequent visitors to the American Museum on Saturday after- 
noons during their boyhood, and Henry Ward Beecher, 
lately arrived in Brooklyn , wandered through the maze of 
curiosities that were on display. And as the crowds swarmed 
through the chambers, Barnum would leave the platform to 
jest and fraternize with his patrons just as he fraternized and 
jested with Mark Twain and Matthew Arnold and the Bishop 
of London. Eveiything we know about him, in the social 
sphere, lends confirmation to the various appreciations of his 
human worth that have come down to us — ^particularly the 
gentle tribute written by his second wife as a supplement to 
the last edition of his autobiography: a book first published in 
1855 as The Life of P. T, Barnum^ Written by Himself and 
subsequently reprinted, with added new chapters, almost as 
regularly as The Farmers Almanac, 

The portraitist, looking closer, might find in the face of this 
average American traces of a certain vanity — an aggressive 
thrust toward reputation betrayed by a vigorous thrust of 
jaw. Why, otherwise, this constant fiow of autobiographies, 
year after year? “Without printer’s ink”, Barnum confesses in 
his Life^ “I would have been no bigger than Tom Thumb”. 
With printer’s ink, by shouting the wonders of his attractions 
from the early days when he was exhibiting Joice Heth “(TA^ 
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Greatest Natural & National Curiosity In The World . . . AGE OF 
i6i TEARS . . . Nurse to Gen, George Washington^ the Father of 
our Country^) — ^from these struggling charlatan days to the 
high period of Tom Thumb and Jenny Lind, he used printer’s 
ink to draw millions to his ticket-window and a fortune to 
himself. Did he hope, then, by this same token, and with a 
sort of vulgar egotism, to set out his autobiographies like pots 
of honey, drawing posterity’s bees? Or did this steady stream 
have its origin in the headwaters of his every inspiration: the 
bare and brassy credo which held all advertising to be good 
advertising, even when one was publicly called a humbug. 

“It’s a great thing to be called a humbug”, he proclaimed. 
“It means hitting the public in reality. Anybody who can do 
so, is sure to be called a humbug by somebody who can’t.” 

Egotism there was, large and undeniable, and if it seems' 
more brazen than that of a hundred other men whose self- 
preoccupation likewise flowered into autobiography, it is 
largely because we prefer our egotism as the mid-Victorians 
preferred the legs of their women — decently covered, draped 
twenty inches below the knee. Nor did Barnum ever make 
use of the basic autobiographical fiction: that, instead of being 
a form of catharsis, not altogether unlike the Catholic ritual 
of confession, it is a lesson in the way of life. There are 
maxims enough in his autobiography, and conscientious 
liftings of the pointer toward “the higher things”, but at no 
time is this permitted to interfere with the actual business at 
hand. The title he finally settled upon for the later editions 
of his life-story was Struggles and Triumphs i in the interests of 
accuracy, however, he might better have used a heading from 
one of its chapters — “The Art of Money Getting”. This was 
the craft he practiced all his life, as an energetic Connecticut 
Yankee should, and for all the egotism implied by his long 
Kne of autobiographies, they are more correctly taken as 
evidences of his extreme devotion to the only art he knew. 
The art of life was something he never stopped to dwell upon, 
having in his bustling fashion no time to stop and mecfitate 
upon the ideal aspects of material things, and, if he had, he 
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would have seen it as part and parcel of the other, more 
urgent art — that of getting money in the bank. 

Yet, as in the case of John Applegate, this frank affection 
for gain was not inspired by a love of money alone. Barnum 
talked about money as much as anyone, his last question on 
man’s mortal earth being “"‘What were the receipts yesterday?” 
but in this he was being merely the American average, finding 
in the clink of coin on coin the sound that success makes. The 
American has always disliked the miser, even in New England 
where the power of the penny has never been questioned or 
misunderstood, and in Barnum’s scale of moral values hoard- 
ing was an evil. The opulence of ‘Tranistan”, the Oriental 
palace he built near Bridgeport, where elk and reindeer 
pranced through the park while a more astonishing elephant 
was hitched to a plough and sent to the fields where it could 
be seen from the passing railroad cars and thus advertise its 
owner’s circus — ^this shrewd and elegant splendour was but 
an outsize indication of a liking for lavishness he had from 
the start. If he wanted money, and he did, it was largely 
because somewhere in the sound that success makes there 
was the sound of fame — ^the larger hope, the more compelling 
dream, was for a name and reputation that might be blown, 
as through the trumpet of Chatterton’s angel, clear across the 
world. 

This hope, in his own lifetime, he came to realize. The 
European mind of that period, crowded with the legend of 
the American millionaire, also found room for the legend of 
“Mister” Barnum. The steel master of Skibo Castle might 
have the King of England to visit, and be a guest on the 
Kaiser’s yacht, but only Barnum could provoke a national 
crisis in English life by purchasing the elephant Jumbo from 
the Royal Zoological Garden. The London Times thundered, 
Jumbo became a subject of parliamentary debate, the editor 
of the London Daily Telegraph cabled: “All British children 
distressed at elephant’s departure. Hundreds of correspon- 
dents beg us to inquire on what terms you will kindly 
return Jxmibo.” Fame could bring him to no higher pinnacle 
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than this, from whose eminence he cabled in reply, ‘‘My 
compliments to Editor Daily Telegraph and British Nation. 
Fifty-one millions of American citizens anxiously awaiting 
Jumbo’s arrival. My forty years’ invariable practice of ex- 
hibiting the best that money could procure, makes Jumbo’s 
presence here imperative. My largest tent seats thirty thou- 
sand persons, and is filled twice each day. Wishing long life 
and prosperity to British Nation and Telegraph and Jumbo”. 
And if, in this straining of a ringmaster’s lungs, we detect 
the peculiarly American confusion of notoriety with fame, 
we are merely observing one of the lesser results of his influ- 
ence as an educator. 

As the founder of the institution of the modern American 
circus, Barnum’s claim to our present attention is slight; the 
important part he played in widening the scope of the Ameri- 
can theatre is likewise of limited interest. His early adven- 
tures and disappointments, the lean years of Joice Heth and 
Colonel Fremont’s “Wooly Horse”, the time he advertised a 
“free buffalo hunt” on the shores of Hoboken and made a 
one-day killing by chartering the only ferryboats that could 
accommodate the amusement-hungry crowds, the way he 
emptied the American Museum of its slow-moving patrons 
one particularly busy afternoon by hanging up a sign that 
read “This Way To The EGRESS”, his triumphal tours with 
Tom Thumb and Jenny Lind — these would have only an 
antiquarian value did they not represent stages in the pro- 
gress of an education which was profoundly to affect the 
education of John Applegate. 

The story of Barnum’s life, told by himself in his autobio- 
graphy and in M. R. Werner’s full-length portrait, is as 
decided a success story as that of Andrew Carnegie — ^the rise 
from rags to riches is no less marked. It is impossible, how- 
ever, to fit Barnum into the standard Alger hero mould. To 
have acquired the title of “Prince of Hiimbugs” was damaging 
enough — to have basked in the reputation, and made use of 
it as part of his stock in trade, put him forever beyond the 
pale. Yet Barnum’s career, when ranged next to that of the 
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great plunderers who gave the era its moral tone, is almost 
shining in its honesty. There is no question that he made 
use of some palpable fakes in the early part of his career, as 
he himself confesses, but during a lifetime spent in the show- 
business his out-and-out hoaxes do not number a dozen. 
The fact is that the dubious reputation which clings to his 
name in the American mythology, summed up in the dictum 
‘‘There’s one born every minute”, is actually a distorted 
shadow of his peculiar mercantile genius. It is apt to be 
forgotten that, until the advent of Barnum, trickery and 
fraud were accepted features of the show business — ^the 
coming of the circus, particularly in the provinces, being 
practically synonymous with the coming of a riot. Barnum, 
operating against this background and heritage of distrust, 
carried his hoaxes just far enough to combine the maximum 
amount of publicity with the minimum amount of unfavour- 
able criticism. “Advertising sky-rockets”, he called them — 
and there, in that one phrase, he sums up his great contribu- 
tion as an American educator and gives us the principal 
lesson of his own. 

“Such a school would ‘cut eye teeth’ ”, he said of the 
academy he attended, the one that John Applegate would 
call the school of hard knocks, “but if it did not cut con- 
science, morals and integrity up by the roots, it would be 
because the scholars quit before their education was com- 
pleted”. 

By this definition, Barnum was not so proficient a scholar 
as the Carnegies, the Vanderbilts, the Jim Fisks — ^they were 
the prize pupils, he the average. It is precisely this average- 
ness, however, that enables him to sum up the true character 
of the Gilded Age, gold on top and brass beneath, and also 
to reveal the workings of its ordinary mind. Barnum was a 
millionaire, and, by John Applegate’s careless rule of thumb, 
he too was “inspired” — ^his Struggles And Triumphs is the story 
of one “inspiration” after the other. But, unlike most of 
the records left by the successful men of his time, nearly all 
of which take the form of self-apology, it is singularly free 
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of that unbecoming posturing which suggests they had all 
taken Horatio Alger at face value and were trying to con- 
form to the measurements of his standard hero. Whether out 
of an honesty that was undoubtedly his, or whether out of 
pride in his genius as a showman, Barnum made no such 
pretences. That he wanted to be remembered by posterity is 
clear enough: it is no less clear that, if he was so going to be 
remembered, he wished to be rec^led, not as the hero of 
From Rags To Riches^ but as “The Prince Of Humbugs” — a 
title he invented and was the first to apply to himself. 

It is true, as one of Barnum’s biographers has said, that in 
starting the humbug legend he lighted a blaze that later he 
wished he could quench. Yet, as we read his autobiography, 
detecting the relish with which the stories of humbugging 
are told, it becomes fairly apparent that he found his tide 
embarrassing only on those few occasions he stepped out of 
his showman’s role — ^when, for example, he was persuaded 
to run for Congress and was defeated, possibly by fraud, 
more probably because a majority of the electorate agreed 
with The New fork Nation that he would be more at home 
in The American Museum than in the legislative halls of 
Washington. 

As a business man, however, Barnum never lost sight of the 
cash value of his title — ^perhaps the first American advertising 
slogan ever invented. It is as a business man that P. T. 
Barnum has a special importance for John Applegate and, 
as a business man, John Applegate will admire him for his 
advertising shrewdness — “The Prince of Humbugs” takes 
rank with Ask The Man Who Owns One and The Pause That 
Refreshes. Also, in the warmth of this same appreciation, 
John Applegate will find the ripest fruit of Barnum’s educa- 
tion, his lecture and essay on The Art of Money Gettings an 
infinitely more compelling document, in relation to this 
world’s work, than almost any other that has come from an 
American pen. 

The art of money getting, despite a general opinion to the 
contrary, is no more an American esthetic than the art of 
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getting into bed; man’s acquisitive instinct is not an ingredient 
of nationalism. Nor, in our domestic history, has the art of 
money getting ever been anything less than the major activity 
of American life — the Mayflower and the Sitsan Constant, no 
less than the covered wagon, carried as part of their cargoes a 
substantial hope of material gain. 

As other pastures are invariably greener to the eye, so are 
other materialisms. Our love for Paris is likely to obscure 
the fact that the French imagination rarely ignores the value 
of the sou, and a delight in the English countryside makes us 
forgetful that the pulse-beat of Empire is but the pulse of 
trade. Likewise, if we find in earlier periods of our history a 
less commercial way of life — ^the Golden Age of Boston when 
blacksmiths wrote Latin and dairymaids quoted Greek; the 
ante-bellum South where conversation was an art, and leisure 
a natural right of the correctly placed and pigmented man — 
there is at work something of the same psychology, not 
altogether the psychology of myth, that makes dead heroes 
the best heroes and lost times happier than the moment’s 
troubled and disjointed maze. 

All we can say of the Gilded Age, therefore, during which 
time the pattern of John Applegate’s business civilization 
began visibly to be fixed, is that there came to be applied a 
different stress, the emphasis of the success story, and that 
business, instead of being looked upon as perhaps the most 
desirable career for the enterprising American, was now 
regarded as the only career a proper American could possibly 
consider for himself. And the business man, finding himself in 
the centre of the stage, seeking greatness and having greatness 
thrust upon him, soon became the dominant power in the 
life of the nation and almost alone in his exercise of social, 
economic and political controls. 

This shift in emphasis was protested by the more cultured 
and sensitive Americans of the time — ^notably Henry James 
and Mark Twain, even though the latter tried to make his 
peace with it, with Henry Adams wrapping his dislike of the 
new capitalistic civilization about himself like a doak and 
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seeking refuge in the Twelfth Century — ^but the general 
standards and values of the new plutocratic society, despite 
a background of insurgency implied by the political challenge 
of the Populists, became the accepted standards and values 
of society at large. It fell to P. T. Barnum, showman and 
humbug, to give those standards and values their best and 
most straightforward articulation. John Applegate thinks 
of him only in terms of the circus, attended by great beasts 
and diminutive people, riding in a dazzling chariot drawn 
by six white horses with plumes and gilded hooves. But in 
The Art Of Money Getting Barnum gave expression to a shrewd 
and canny credo that is still recognizable, in its larger out- 
lines, as the general philosophy of American business. 

An enterprising publisher, one of those who help nourish 
the native passion for self-improvement, might do well to 
rescue this document from the sink of antiquarianism into 
which it has fallen. Written as early as 1859, still speaks in 
John Applegate’s natural language, of a subject close to his 
heart — ^how to influence customers and win profits. Like a 
surveyor pushing into uncharted territory, Barnum pro- 
ceeded to draw a detailed map of the fabulous country of 
success and lay down a set of rules for the guidance of those 
who hoped to exploit it, much as did Captain John Smith in 
his Advice For The Inexperienced Planter. The Puritan philo- 
sophy of material achievement, bom of piety and the immedi- 
ate urgencies of frontier life, passing through Benjamin 
Franklin and Ralph Waldo Emerson, handed down by 
Timothy Dwight and others to Horatio Alger, given its most 
spectacular expression in the careers of the dinosaurian capital- 
ists, becomes, in Barnum, the stripped and practical commer- 
cial creed that lies at the base of John Applegate’s business 
civilization. The Art Of Money Gettings it might be said, stands 
in much the same relation to modern industrial-commercial 
America as the Declaration of Independence to the revolution- 
ary period, and John Calhoxm’s Disquisition On Government 
to the slave imperialism of the Old South. 

Beginning with the importance of economy, the incalculable 
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value of a balanced budget, Bamtim next stresses the value of 
good health, ‘‘The foundation of success in life is good 
health’’, he explains, speaking in a tone identical with that of 
those magazine publishers whose belief in the power of the 
human muscle is as a belief in the power of God. “A person 
cannot accumulate a fortune very well when he is sick. He 
has no ambition; no incentive; no force. Of course, there are 
those who have bad health and cannot help it; you cannot 
expect that such persons can accumulate wealth; but there 
are a great many in poor health who need not be so.” 

Then, after mentioning the injurious effects of tobacco and 
alcohol, both of which he abhorred, he proceeds to lay down 
a blueprint of success and explain its every detail. 

“Don’t Mistake Your Vocation”, he warns, anticipating all 
those who were to make a career of vocational guidance; 
“Select The Right Location”, he advises, more than a half- 
century ahead of those commercial scientists who discovered 
that pedestrians might be counted in order to determine the 
“locational” value of one street-corner above another; “Don’t 
Get Above Your Business”, he urges, dwelling on the dangers 
of over-expansion; “Be Systematic”, he says, laying down the 
whole set of rules now promulgated by manufacturers of 
office records and business machines; “Be Polite And Kind To 
Your Customers”, he advises, speaking like an instructor at a 
training-school for shop-girls. The Art Of Money Gettings in 
brief, recites nearly the whole litany of modern business 
folklore and practice. Whole textbooks have been written in 
elaboration of Barnum’s maxims, and colleges of commerce 
and business administration founded in order to give his rough 
doctrine a more academic statement, but the skeletal structure 
is there. Barnum the circus-master is a colourful figure in 
American folklore; Barnum the business man is vibrantly and 
significantly alive. 

It is only when we reach his dissertation on advertising, 
however, which occupies a substantial portion of his esthetic 
discourse, that we come to a full realization of his influence 
upon John Applegate and the mores of American business 

124 



1 he American as Educator 

civilization. If the great capitalists of the Nineteenth Century 
established the economic pattern of contemporary society, 
central to which has been a ceaseless competition for profit 
and prestige, Barnum, practically unaided, created its cultural 
atmosphere. That he is the father of modern advertising 
needs no further insistence — ^merely to place a creation of his 
matured advertising instinct next to one of the ordinary 
‘‘public notices” of his day is enough to comprehend that, 
out of a wedding of the circus and the New England com- 
mercial instinct, was born a new and generic art which, 
forever after, was to be the most beguiling maidservant of 
business, teaching a nation to want things it did not need and 
throw away other things it could still use. 

And as the forces set loose by the Civil War gained in ever- 
increasing momentum, with managerial sovereignty being 
transferred from the owner-operator to the business man 
director of capital control, as the riches of a domain were fed 
to the machine with one real thought only, the thought of 
profit, and turned into a stupendous array of goods that an 
ambitious and energetic people eagerly seized upon along 
their march to the highest standard of material living the 
world had ever seen, the trumpets of P. T. Barnimi became 
the trumpets of the modern age. Every lesson learned in his 
school was brought to bear upon a new experiment in educa- 
tion, the sole purpose of which, however cunningly its hidden 
motive was concealed, was to teach John Applegate to want 
— to want, and want, and want again; a celebration of 
appetite never more nobly expressed than by an American 
president who, at the flood-stage of a material prosperity 
such as the world is not likely soon to see again, looked into 
the mists of the American dream and found, at the end of the 
pursuit of happiness, two automobiles in every garage and a 
chicken in every pot. 

Of education there are as many definitions as there are 
educators; the groves of acad^mie are noisy with debate. And 
whether or not education has failed, in Jefferson’s political 
sense that only through education can the people discharge 

125 



P. T. Barnum sits for a Portrait 

their responsibility as guardians of their own freedom (the 
heart of the democratic idea), or in the larger, more philo- 
sophical sense of those who, like Thomas Huxley and John 
Henry Newman, see education as that which gives a man a 
clear, conscious view of his own opinions and judgments, 
teaching him to see things as they are, to detect what is sophis- 
tical and discard what is irrelevant — to think, in short; to be 
a rounded human being — this deeper and noisier quarrel 
escapes the halls of the universities and is debated in the 
public forum of the newspapers and magazines. 

Yet regardless of the failure or success of the American 
educational system, from kindergarten to doctor’s oral, it is 
impossible to escape the fact that, whatever benefit John 
Applegate has derived from it, his principal instruction has 
largely been gained from those who carry Barnum’s torch — 
the advertisers, the publicity people, the geniuses of promotion. 
This reality shouts itself from the marquee of every motion- 
picture theatre, from the pages of every newspaper, from every 
political platform the length and breadth of the land. Do 
churches instal radios? Do colleges find it financially profit- 
able to develop championship football teams? Do authors 
autograph their books in department stores? Is the name of 
a president of the United States cried out at a political con- 
vention in a voice from the sewers? Each emphatic affirmative 
is a tribute to Barnum’s eminence as an educator, a recognition 
of the widespread influence of his major contribution to John 
Applegate’s American culture. 

Having discovered the principle of showmanship, it is only 
proper that Barnum himself be permitted to explain how it 
works. 

“Genin, the hatter,” he recalls in his autobiography, 
“bought the first Jenny Lind ticket at auction for two hundred 
and twenty-five dollars because he knew it would be a good 
advertisement for him. ‘Who is the bidder?’ said the auction- 
eer, as he knocked down the ticket at Castle Garden. ‘Genin, 
the hatter’, was the response. Here were thousands of people 
from Fifth Avenue, and from distant cities in the highest 
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stations of life. ‘Who is Genin, the hatter?’ they exclaimed. 
They had never heard of him before. The next morning the 
newspapers and telegraph had circulated the facts from Maine 
to Texas, and from five to ten million people had read that 
the tickets sold at auction for Jenny Lind’s first concert 
amounted to about twenty thousand dollars, and that a 
single ticket was sold at two hundred and twenty-five dollars 
to ‘Genin, the hatter’. 

‘ “Men throughout the country involuntarily took off their 
hats to see if they had a ‘Genin’ hat on their heads. At a 
town in Iowa it was found that in the crowd around the 
Post Office, there was one man who had a ‘Genin’ hat, and 
he showed it in triumph, although it was worn out and not 
worth two cents. Another man in the crowd, who seemed to 
envy the good fortune of the man who owned the hat, said 
‘Come, give us all a chance. Put it up at auction!’ He did 
so, and it was sold as a keepsake for nine dollars and fifty 
cents. What was the consequence to Mr. Genin? He sold 
ten thousand extra hats per annum, the first six years!” ’ 

It was the Genins of the world who had Barnum’s chief 
respect, the men who bought two hundred and twenty-five 
dollar tickets at public auctions and put up signs saying 
DON’T READ THE OTHER SIDE (what an inspiration 
that was!, he thought), and he borrowed from them freely 
and frankly, polishing and refining their methods until he had 
fashioned the “science” of advertising that John Applegate 
tends to look upon as the modern alchemy that turns all 
things into gold. 

Barnxmi himself regarded it as having certain cabalistic 
properties; whenever he speaks of advertising, which he 
regarded merely as a junior partner of showmanship, his voice 
takes on a quality almost of superstitious awe. It is to be 
noticed, particularly, that his sole aim in advertising, his fixed 
and constant goal, was to get himself talked about. There was 
no rarity so rare but that his name managed to precede it — 
it was not Jumbo, but “Mister Barnum’s Jumbo”; not Jenny 
Lind, but “Mister Barnum Presents The Swedish Nightin- 

E* 127 



P. T. Bamum sits for a Portrait 

gale’’. It would seem that he instinctively understood the 
basic principle of advertising, equally the basic principle of 
propaganda— keep it simple, key it to the lowest level of the 
human understanding, repeat it again and again. 

The advertising instinct was so central to Barnum’s person- 
ality, so close to the heart of everything he did or said, that 
there are times when he gives the impression of having no 
private character — ^we are constantly reminded of one of 
those film people who are always trying to live up to the 
specifications of their own publicity. Here again we strike 
the vulgar egotist lode, but, as in the case of a duchess of the 
screen who finds it impossible to walk into a railroad carriage 
without making an ‘‘entrance”, it is practically impossible to 
say where egotism leaves off and showmanship begins. In 
both cases there is indicated a large ingredient of exhibition- 
ism, a delight in showing oneself, and there can be no question 
but that Bamum loved the adulation of the crowd as much 
as any pretty stenographer who finds herself transformed, 
largely by the magic he invented, into the shadowy sweetheart 
of half the hungry world. We have been given a picture of 
him standing in his carriage in the centre of the circus-ring, 
crying, “I suppose you want to see Mis-ter Barnum. Wel-11, 
I’m Mis-ter Barnum”, and between this, and the film star 
making her entrance, there is no perceptible difference. Some 
itch of self-love has been satisfied, some pang of hunger stilled, 
and the public, instead of being damned, as old Commodore 
Vanderbilt thought was proper, has been convincingly 
impressed — as, indeed, it must be: for to the public belongs 
the glory to grant, and the power, and also the money whose 
getting is an art. 

Admitting Bamum’s importance, his immeasurable influ- 
ence upon the world-civilization in which John Applegate 
lives, it is still impossible to claim for him a place in the 
gallery of great Americans — ^the ideal of money getting, which 
is but the ideal of millionairedom brought down to the level 
of ordinary aspiration, is somehow not enough. The artist, 
however, finding no inspiration in his average American face, 
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might yet be moved to introduce his figure into a larger, more 
crowded composition — a mural, let us say, that might be 
called, perhaps, ‘T. T. Barnum Spreads The GospeP". 

The artist must mix his colours for an American palette, 
vivid and clashing and raw, and, at the focal point of his com- 
position, in the upper centre, place the master on a throne. 
The throne should be a gaudy circus thing of red and gold, 
resting on a pile of foamy clouds, and Barnum ought to be 
wearing his ringmaster’s costume — ^the black shiny boots, 
the scarlet waistcoat, the high silk hat, the buttons of polished 
brass. One hand, the fingers flexed, rests lightly on his knee: 
in the other he holds a copy of his autobiography, open to 
The Art of Money Getting — ^he has just come from reading 
it aloud. There is a glow of satisfaction on his face, the lines 
of his mouth tracing a gentle benedictory smile, his head 
illumined by a burst of light that falls like a golden Biblical 
ray from the brilliant American sky. 

Behind the throne, to the right, Jumbo’s head is reared — 
the small shrewd eyes, the outspread ears, the great tusks 
almost embracing the master in their slow majestic curve — 
while to the left, flying, Jenny Lind trails the diaphanous 
drapes of song. Mrs. Tom Thumb sits in a diminutive chair 
at the master’s feet, her husband standing behind her with his 
right hand on her left shoulder, both wearing their wedding 
clothes, and on either side of the throne, the beasts of the 
jungle are ranged — ^the blunt snout of the hippopotamus, the 
rhinoceros’ ivory horn, the tiger’s burning hide, the grinning 
taunt of the apes, the long delicate neck of the giraffe. 

Below these, the tones of their business suits in sober con- 
trast to the brilliant hues above, a host of enraptured disciples. 
But upon their worshipful faces, repeating in their general 
averageness the averageness of the master’s countenance, a 
certain sense and hue of tragedy: the puzzled and frustrated 
bewilderment of those who, having come into possession of a 
kingly estate, do not quite know how to make themselves 
respected; who, in the social sphere, have never been able to 
rise to the concept of service without financial profit; whose 
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blind idealism about work, about success, about the art of 
money getting, conceals an intense materialism about life. 

Then, beneath these, in a chaos of colour and design, the 
various instruments employed in the master’s educational 
programme — ^the radio microphone, the advertising layout, 
the billboard, the sound-track, the poster, the illuminated 
sign — all seeming to plunge through space and explode like 
meteors above the swarming mass of figures that seethes 
across the bottom of the canvas, giving the impression of a 
dark and restless sea. Here the faces are shadowy and in- 
distinct, joined in blank anonymous kinship, one no different 
from the other — all save two. 

The first of these is John Applegate, puzzled, bemused, 
trying to make up his mind what kind of electric sweeper he 
wants to buy, wishing he had money enough to get the one 
he cannot afford. The other, lost in the crowd, his white hair 
and pale face giving him a kind of dramatic isolation, is 
Thomas Jefferson — ^introduced into the composition, we 
gather, out of some whim or fancy of the artist. Jefferson 
also holds a book, the Notes On Virginia^ open to the passage 
in which he recorded his belief in the value and importance 
of education. Every government degenerates when trusted to the 
rulers of the people alone. The people themselves are its only safe 
depositories. And to render even them safe^ their minds must be 
improved to a certain degree.^^) There is a worried expression on 
his face, a kind of bafiied brooding that further emphasizes his 
solitary loneliness, and gradually we come to understand that 
he is wondering, as he looks upon this scene of Barnum’s 
triumph, if he might also be witnessing a threat to a vision 
and the ruin of a dream. What of the night, watchman, he 
seems to be asking; what of the storms to come? The dark 
crowd gives no answer. Barnum, sitting on his throne, smiles 
and looks serene. 
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HENRY ADAMS AND 
WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

The American Turns the Centu^ 


HENRY ADAMS 

1838: Born i 6 th February^ Bostoriy Mass.^ the son of Charles Francis 
Adams and Abigail Brooks Adams. 

1858: Graduated from Harvard University. 

1858-60: Travelled and studied in Europe. 

1 860-1: Secretary to his father^ U.S. Minister to England. 
1870-77: Assistant professor of history at Harvard University; 

editor of the North American Review. 

1872: Married Marian Hooper. 

1877: Left Harvard to devote himself to writing. 

1885: Death of his wife. 

1889-91: Publication of his nine-^volume History Of The United 
States. 

1904: Private publication (?/'Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartes. 
1907; Private publication ofTht Education of Henry Adams. 
1918: Died 2 ^th March, Washington, D.C. 


WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

i860: Born iQth March, Salem, Illinois, the son of Silas and Mariah 
Jennings Bryan. 

1881: Graduated from Illinois College. 

1884: Married Mary Baird. 

1891-5: Member of the U.S. House of Representatives. 

1894: Editor 4 n-chief of the OmaAa World-Herald; became known 
as the leader of the ^ free-silver^^ movement. 
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1896: Democratic candidate for President; defeated hy William Mc- 
Kinley. 

1900: Again the Democratic candidate for President; again defeated 
by McKinley. 

1901-8: Editor ofThxt Commoner. 

1908: Dernocratic candidate for President for the third time; defeated 
by William Howard Taft. 

1913-15: Secretary of State in the Cabinet of President Woodrow 
Wilson. 

1925: Died 25th July, Dayton, Tennessee. 


7 Henry Adams and William Jennings 

Bryan 

THE AMERICAN TURNS THE CENTURY 

I n 1893, when Grover Cleveland was in the White House 
for his second term, the World’s Fair in Chicago was 
opened — ^all the earth’s peoples were invited to come 
and bear witness to the brawn and bustle of the strapping 
young giant of the West. 

John Applegate was then only a boy of nine, but memories 
of the Fair, to which his father took him on a three-day 
excursion, often return with an extraordinary vividness. He 
found himself telling Sonny, when Chicago again played host 
to the world many years later, that this new and more garish 
exposition could in no way compare with the old — ^there was 
nothing, for example, that approached the Court of Honour 
in beauty, or the gleaming white Administration Building in 
architectural impressiveness. It was the effect of the exposition 
as a whole, however, rather than the wealth of its separate 
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parts, that made such an indelible impression upon John 
Applegate’s mind — ^the majestic colonnades, the graceful 
arches, the shinunering domes, the swards of greenery with 
their interlacing tracery of quiet lagoons. His nine-year-old 
eyes drank the wonder in and, if through the gauze of years 
he remembers it as a thing of magic beyond compare, his 
lingering appreciation is only slightly greater than was that 
of Henry Adams who overcame his misanthropic antipathy 
to most aspects of American life long enough to declare: ‘As 
a scenic display, Paris never approached it.” 

Most of Adams’ countrymen felt a similar enthusiasm — 
throughout the nation there ran a general feeling of exhilar- 
ated pride. Millions of Americans, seeing Chicago for the 
first time, came to realize something of the astonishing saga 
of the West; the miracle of growth that, in but the span of a 
single lifetime from 1837 to 1893, had transformed an empty 
wilderness where wolves howles against the intrusion of scat- 
tered trading-posts to a large and thriving city. And there 
were others who, as they stood before the reproductions of 
the ships of Columbus’ fleet sent to the exhibition by the 
Queen of Spain, the Pinta^ Mina and Santa Maria^ were bound 
to find their imaginations straying to a consideration of the 
short but immensely eventful American past — a nation’s 
coming of age. 

The American had always been conscious of his own 
uniqueness, hewing his sense of personality out of the wilder- 
ness even as he carved his freedom, but now there was added 
an awareness of the uniqueness of his country. There was a 
surge of national self-consciousness, a pride in swift achieve- 
ment, a conviction of strength and authority and increasing 
power. The American mind, notoriously distrustful of Europe, 
suspicious of foreigners and all things foreign, was further 
confirmed in its own isolationism — ^an historically conditioned 
reflex, rather than a moral failing, that was to grow increas- 
ingly more stubborn and pronounced. 

Ever since the War of 1812, when the British under Packen- 
ham were routed by Andrew Jackson at the battle of New 
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Orleans, no real threat had been levelled at American inde- 
pendence from abroad. The intervening years had merely 
strengthened a sense of national self-sufficiency that first 
began to develop after the defeat of the French in the fourth 
French-and-Indian War. There had been the affair of 
Charlotte and Maximilian in Mexico, and in 1870 rumours 
began to circulate that a foreign power, thought to be Ger- 
many, had designs on the island of San Domingo, but these 
events barely rippled the surface of American indifference 
and calm. There were two worlds, the Old and the New, 
and they shared practically nothing in common. Even the 
moon, in that era of serene self-immolation, began to take on 
those peculiarly American attributes it has retained ever 
since — being, on the banks of the Wabash, a quite different 
and unquestionably superior moon than the one that shone 
down upon the banks of the Seine, or the Rhine, or the 
Volga. 

George Washington had vividly impressed the American 
consciousness with his principle of “no entangling alliances”, 
a statement of isolationist doctrine that both Thomas Jefferson 
and Andrew Jackson had emphatically reaffirmed, and in 
that year of the Chicago Fair, as the country neared the 
presidential campaign of 1896 and the Spanish-American 
war, the belief that the United States might follow the work- 
ings of its own destiny without help or hindrance from abroad 
was rarely, if ever, questioned or denied. There was even 
then the belief, more distinctly characteristic of a later isola- 
tionism, that Europe was hopelessly stricken with an incurable 
disease, bled white with hate and endless wars, ground 
between the millstones of too feckless a way of life and too 
fatal a way of history. Self-trust passed ever increasingly into 
self-satisfaction, self-satisfaction into self-love, self-love into 
doting, and on its great island between the seas a people 
turned its back upon the world. If there was a hope, and a 
promise, America contained them both. God was in His 
Heaven, looking after His favourite people, and all the trials 
were over. 
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Andrew Carnegie, talkative as ever, voiced in 1893 the 
large complacency ojf his time. He compared the era to ‘‘high 
noon, when the blazing sun overhead casts no shadows, . . . 
There is not one shred of privilege to be met with anywhere 
in all the laws. One man’s right is every man’s right. The 
flag is the guarantor and symbol of equality”. The time, in 
sum, was perfect. 

There were those who might dispute the perfection of the 
age — ^the one million citizens who voted the Populist ticket 
the year before; the other millions who were part of the 
rising labour movement described in Samuel Gompers’ 
autobiography — but John Applegate, musing upon his 
memories of the Chicago Fair and the years that marked his 
coming to man’s estate, would be tempted to agree with the 
steel-master. He recalls the world’s climate as being warmer 
then, the conditions of life more fixed and secure, and while 
he has been driven to the understanding that the years from 
1893 to 1914 were twilight years, hung with the threat of 
unsuspected doom, there yet remains enough of sentiment 
and nostalgia to put a halo about the time and turn it into his 
own Golden Age. 

Even the Spanish- American War, as he recalls it, was but a 
cloud quickly devoured by the sun. He now knows, vaguely, 
that those years saw the growth of the United States into an 
international power, that the war with Spain was more than 
a high vaudeville crossed with a scandal of bad beef, crowded 
with consequences and implications that no man foresaw, but, 
in terms of his own education, the historic events of that 
period left him almost untouched. William Jennings Bryan 
he remembers principally as Clarence Harrow’s opponent at 
the Dayton “monkey trial” in 1925, revolving about a statute 
passed by a Fundamentalist-dominated Tennessee legislature 
that made it unlawful to teach “any theory that denies the 
story of the Divine creation of man as taught in the Bible” 
{Listen! Hear the mice of Cotton Mather^ drifting on tiu wind) 
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and Theodore Roosevelt, who loomed like a giant in the 
years of his youth, has gradually faded into a ghostly image 
with big teeth and glasses and a cowboy’s hat — ‘‘busting” 
trusts that, as things turned out, managed to survive un- 
busted and, in true American fashion, went marching on. 

But though John Applegate knows it not, or is carelessly 
indifferent to the knowledge, the old American debate, the 
prolonged contest between the few and the many over the 
right to rule, still troubled the deeps of American life. Even 
less than P. T. Barnum can William Jennings Bryan be 
ranked as one of John Applegate’s important Americans, his 
total heritage being hardly more than a single phrase, but it 
was he, “the Tiberius Gracchus of the West”, who, in the 
campaign of 1896, voiced the last challenge of the rapidly 
disappearing frontier — one of the major conquests over nature 
the Chicago Fair had been raised to celebrate. 

When the Democratic convention met in 1896 to nominate 
its candidate for the Presidency, William McKinley, largely 
through the efforts of Mark Hanna, had already been selected 
as the Republican nominee, and a platform drawn up support- 
ing the gold standard and opposing the coinage of free silver 
unless by international agreement. The Democrats, divided 
among themselves, met in an atmosphere of tense excitement. 
The agrarian radicals of the South and West, determined to 
impose their will upon the convention, had been busily seek- 
ing delegates and so dominated the gathering that the opening 
prayer contained a special passage of sympathy “for our toiling 
multitudes, oppressed with burdens too heavy for them to bear’ ’ . 

Contrary to Andrew Carnegie, it was a discontented era, 
not a perfect one, and all the efforts of the more conservative 
Democrats to dam the tide of rebelliousness were swept aside. 
The moment of climax came when Bryan, then only thirty- 
six years old, wearing the black string tie and alpaca coat that 
were to become established as his trademark, flung the chal- 
lenge into the camp of the plutocracy. Defiantly he recited 
the roll call of those for whom he spoke — ^the workman, the 
country merchant, the small town lawyer, the miner, the 
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farmer — and summoned them with religious zeal to rally 
about the silver banner that floated above his head. 

‘‘It is for these we speak”, he cried. “We do not come as 
aggressors. Ours is not a war of conquest. We are fighting in 
defence of our homes, our families and our posterity. We 
have petitioned and our petitions have been scorned. We 
have entreated and our entreaties have been disregarded. 
We have begged and they have mocked when calamity came. 
We beg no longer; we entreat no more; we petition no more. 
We defy them. We shall answer their demands for a gold 
standard by saying to them: You shall not press down upon 
the brow of labour this crown of thorns. You shall not crucify 
mankind upon a cross of gold.” 

Emily Applegate, coming upon this passage in one of her 
history books, finds it hard to understand what the excitement 
was all about. The various issues central to the campaign of 
1896 — ^that of free silver in particular — seem incredibly out- 
moded and old hat. And the full-blown style of the Boy 
Orator of the Platte (“A river six inches deep and six inches 
wide at the mouth”, one of his critics said) serves chiefly to 
confirm her impression that he belonged to the spread-eagle 
school of public speakers — those who kept the national bird so 
constantly on wing, according to the backwoods humorists, 
that its passing shadow wore a two-foot trail down the Missis- 
sippi Valley. But difficult though it may be for Emily to 
comprehend the alarm, even the terror, Bryan’s nomination 
aroused, causing Edwin Lawrence Godkin, the founder of 
The Nation, to write of the Democratic convention that 
selected him: “Beside them the Populists are lamblike, and 
the socialists suckling doves. The country has watched their 
mad proceedings with disgust and shuddering, only im- 
patient for the coming of November to stamp out them and 
their incendiary doctrines” — despite the apparent lack of 
reason for such hysterical outcries as this, the fact is that in 
the election of 1896 the country was called upon to take part 
in the most sharply defined struggle of economic groups 
since the first campaign of Lincoln. 
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The westward march of Empire had ended. Free land was 
giving out and it was becoming increasingly more apparent 
that other natural resources were equally limited. Farmers 
already in possession of land were forced to sell their produce 
at ruinous prices on a glutted market — “Raise less corn and 
more hell’’, the cry was raised in Kansas. Trusts and monopo- 
lies had arisen, the growing industrialism had been accom- 
panied by the growth of an angry labour movement whose 
foremost champion was John P. Altgeld, “The Flaming 
Eagle” of Illinois, and both the Populist and Greenback 
movements had been broken by defeat. Bryan’s proposed 
solution to the troubles of the era, his mystic ratio of sixteen to 
one, is now clearly seen as an economic panacea no more 
valid than Huey P. Long’s “Share the Wealth” programme. 
Somewhat less apparent is the fact that, born though it may have 
been out of a great ignorance about money, Bryan’s hope in 
silver contained the aspirations of a nobler, more idealistic hope. 

The wilderness was no longer the wilderness — ^the land 
going, the game going, the forests going — and with the wilder- 
ness had passed the wilderness voices. There was no Jefferson, 
no Jackson, no Lincoln. Some intangible quality had gone 
forever from American life — ^the quality, perhaps, lent by 
men who knew the lessons of nature before they came to the 
lessons of books — ^but still, somewhere in Bryan’s oratory of 
that year, rising above the rhetoric, the cracked voice, the 
distillery reek that came from his bizarre habit of cooling his 
neck and arms with gin, somewhere there might be heard a 
last defiant shouting of the old, the familiar, the frontier chal- 
lenge — ^the people, not the elect, have the right to rule! 

The cry was to be raised again, and yet again, but now for 
the last time it was threaded with the experience and education 
of the geographical frontier. And whatever the future’s shape, 
whatever its cast or content, it was inevitably destined to be 
different from the past. The long, hard labour was over: a 
continent had been won. The frontier, now, as the wheel of 
years turned upon the great axle of the century, was the 
illimitable frontier of time. 
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In the summer of 1896 the aging Henry Adams was once 
again in Paris. The old malaise was upon him, the tired dis- 
illusion, and his letters of the period are full of the weary 
world-sickness he came in the end almost to enjoy. During 
the early part of August he visited Chartres, spending a Sunday 
afternoon with the service and the glass, and upon his return 
to Paris he vTote his old friend, Elizabeth Cameron: 

Tn my sublimated fancy, the combination of the glass and 
the Gothic is the highest ideal ever yet reached by man; 
higher than the Mosaics and Byzantine of Ravenna, which 
was itself higher, as a religious conception, than the temples 
of the Greeks or Egyptians. Our age is too thoroughly 
brutalized to approach or understand any of these creations 
of an imagination which is dead. I am myself somewhat like 
a monkey looking through a telescope at the stars; but I can 
see at least that it must have been great.’ 

There is a wrongness, however (a wrongness that Adams 
himself often fell into: or was it a pose?) in emphasizing too 
strongly the anachronistic quality of his imagination. Dis- 
illusioned he was, harshly contemptuous of the commercial 
ideals of his generation, but, at the same time, he never per- 
mitted his gaze, no matter how enraptured by the glories of 
Chartres or Mont Saint-Michel, to stray very far from the 
contemporary scene. In the same letter wherein he describes 
himself as a monkey looking through a telescope, he goes on 
to say: 

‘Yesterday I read through a whole week of American 
papers. Frankly my impression was that Bryan could not 
destroy anything worth preserving, if he makes a clean 
sweep of all we have. Always, hitherto, I have hated revolu- 
tions, not so much on account of the revolutions as on account 
of the subsequent reaction; but at last I am getting to think 
that rot and moral atrophy are worse than revolution or 
reaction. 

‘Paris has had no end of revolutions, Great moats of blood 
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separate everybody from everybody’s neighbour. Yet Paris 
is full of a dozen interests and vigorous influences which exist 
chiefly because of their mutual animosities, while we have 
absolutely nothing in our minds except whether we had best 
make our living by gold or silver. 

‘No doubt Bryan’s success would mean chaos, and general 
ruin for a time, and probably a great breach with Europe. 
Well! Like Rochefort, I feel as though it were time to say to 
the public about their duties: Peuple americain, est-ce que 
decidement tu ne trouves pas qvHen mild assezl If we allow the 
crushing intellectual imbecility of McKinley and his Ohio- 
Pennsylvania following to master us completely, you know 
the type that must survive. Decidiment je trouve dejd qu^en voild 
plus qu^assez! I am already stifled by it; what will happen 
when it alone exists in America! Still believing that Mc- 
Kinley will certainly win, I trust that, like most such men and 
such regimes, he will create more hostility than revolution 
itself. But at any rate all my sympathies and all my best 
wishes are for his opponent, and the larger his support, the 
better I will be pleased.’ 

The revolt of Henry Adams, if revolt it may be called, was 
similar to that of Henry James — a protest against the ideals 
of millionairedom and Barnum’s art of money getting. “If”, 
wrote Adams, “there is such a thing in America as an earnest 
impulse, an energy or a thought outside of dollars and cents, 

I should like to see it before total imbecility sets in.” Between 
James and Adams, however, the points of opposition are more 
striking than those of similarity — ^for, while James made a 
notable effort to oppose the ideals of miUionairedom with 
those of art, Adams permitted himself to sink deeper and 
deeper into the querulous misanthrophy which, in the end, 
was to become little more than the bored negation of a spoiled 
and self-indulgent snob. 

‘ “If you asked me to find out five hundred persons in the 
world you would like to give the volume”, he wrote his 
brother Brooks just before the publication of Mont Saint'^ 
Michel and Chartres, “I could only say that, as far as you and I 
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know, five hundred do not exist — ^nor half that number — 
nor a quarter of it. 

‘ ‘‘ ‘As far as you and I know’, and I suspect we know of 
everything worth knowing. Thousands of people exist who 
think they want to read. Barring a few Jews, they are incap- 
able of reading fifty consecutive pages, or of following the 
thought if they did. I never yet heard of ten men who had 
ever read my history and never one who had read Hay’s 
Lincoln . . . 

‘Of course there are several hundred thousand persons in 
Boston and out of it, who are lecture-goers and frequent 
libraries; and there are one or two million young women 
who read poetry in Browning clubs, and mostly come to 
Paris to study art when they can. I imagine that neither you 
nor I care much to be admired by these, but in any case they 
will admire us the more at second-hand. We need not lift a 
finger to reach that class, who are quite passive, and mere 
reed-pods of receptivity.” ’ 

It is not surprising, therefore, with this blight of bitterness 
and snobbism upon him, that when he published his book he 
issued it in a private edition limited to one hundred copies. 
What had he, who saw in the combination of glass and Gothic 
the highest ideal ever reached by man, to say to the America 
of Andrew Carnegie and Pierpont Morgan; to the dilletante 
young women who read Browning in poetry clubs and studied 
art in Paris; to those incapable of reading fifty pages? Nothing, 
he gave the answer — ^nothing at all. 

The deepest impression left by his letters, however, is that 
he had much to say — that, for whatever the reason, one of 
the ablest and most far-reaching minds of its generation was 
permitted to go to waste. Adams was a true world-citizen, 
beside whom Henry James seems almost provincial at times, 
and during that era of unbridled nationalistic pride, when a 
bustling and self-confident America was divorcing itself from 
the rest of the world, he looked at the global complex and 
saw, among the many other things that makes his corre- 
spondence an invaluable guide to the period, traces of the 
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road that would lead, in time, to the tomb of the unknown 
soldier. To his brother Brooks he wrote: 

‘As far as I can see, the various forces are now fairly well 
defined. The disruption of ’93 has definitely rearranged 
society and we need not fret about new disturbances because 
we cannot any longer increase or diminish the forces. That 
another shock and disruption will come, and come soon, 
everyone admits — ^not that the admission proves anything. 
What form it will take is another matter. In my opinion, the 
centre of readjustment, if readjustment it is to be, lies in Ger- 
many, not in Russia or in us. For the last generation, since 
1865, Germany has been the greatly disturbing element of the 
world, and until its expansive force is decidedly exhausted, I 
can see neither political nor economical equilibrium possible.’ 

In another letter, written in the autumn of 1897 to the 
English diplomat, Cecil Spring Rice, he continues this train of 
thought: 

‘Do you know the kinetic theory of gases? Anyway, Ger- 
many is and always has been a remarkably apt illustration of 
Maxwell’s conception of “sorting demons”. By bumping 
against all its neighbours, and being bumped in turn, it gets 
and gives at last a common motion which is, a*nd of necessity 
must be, a vortex or cycle. It can’t get anywhere except round 
a circle and return on itself. It has done so since the time of 
Varus and his legions . . .’ 

In 1898, when the Spanish-American war broke out, Adams 
was in Athens. “My mind”, he wrote, “wanders terribly fast 
between Salamis, where Xerxes is before my eyes, and Key 
West where our ships are waiting orders. The moment is 
perhaps a turning point in history; in any case it can hardly 
fail to fix the lines of a new concentration, and to throw open 
an immense new field of difiiculties. The world is abjectly 
helpless. It is running a race to nowhere. Slowly and painfully 
our people are waking up to the new world they are to live 
in.” 

There is a certain esthetic correctness in Adams’ remote- 
ness from America at a time when the nation was marching 
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off to war. Sitting on the platform of the Pnyx, clambering 
across the fields at Phaleron and Eleusis, brooding on past 
and present and future — ^this is what we “expect” of this 
arch-intellectual, telling his beads of private thought alone 
and above the battle. Yet was he any more remote from the 
conflict, except in terms of geography, than most of his 
countrymen — did he not, from his ivory Grecian tower, see 
its meaning more clearly? America was agitated, to be sure, 
by all the noise and excitement of war — ^the balls, the parades, 
the flags flying, the bands playing Waltz Me Around^ Willie 
and There'll Be A Hot Time In The Old Town To-night — but the 
war itself was over too quickly, too successfully, ever to get 
beyond the opera bouffe stage. 

Perhaps, as Adams believed when he wrote from Athens, 
the people of America were slowly and painfully waking up 
to the new world in which they were to live. But, in 1900, 
when he had again taken up residence in the Washington that 
both fascinated and repelled him, he could nowhere discover 
the dawn. The country, he reported, was — 

‘full of swagger and satisfaction. The change since 1893 is 
startling. A war or two seems a matter of entire indifference. 
Grumblers hdve to scold in private, for they get nothing 
but chaff in reply. As for money, it seems to lie about loose, 
for no one confesses to want of it. Even I, who own infinity, 
open my eyes at the way we sling things about, and the calm 
acceptance of the new scale. . . . There is no longer the 
smallest sense of responsibility for consequences. Fifty years 
ago, we all expected to break our necks at half the speed, but 
now we look forward to doubling it without a qualm. . . .’ 

Full of swagger and satisfaction — ^it was in this mood that 
the nation faced the opening of the new century. The war 
had served merely to intensify the general conviction of 
American superiority, to deepen the feeling of national pride. 
Perhaps, as has become ritualized to say, the war with Spain 
had meant largely the triumph of William Randolph Hearst 
— ^“a blackguard boy with several million dollars at his 
disposal”, Godkin of The Nation called him. Yet behind the 
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figure of the Lord of San Simeon, whose incredible California 
palace was but the most outrageous example of a great glut of 
castles that arose across the land, leaving hardly an American 
community without a gloomy pile destined eventually to 
become known as somebody or other’s “folly”, whose rapa- 
cious pillaging of the trash and treasure of Europe was merely 
one millionaire’s indulgence in a highly popular sport (Did 
not one of Hearst’s contemporaries, Joseph Leiter, offer to 
buy the Great Wall of China?), whose untrammelled indi- 
vidualism was but an extravagant acting-out of the generally 
accepted theory, stated most notably by William Graham 
Sumner of Yale, that individualism (i.e., laissez faire) was the 
mainspring of civilization — ^behind the figure of Hearst 
triumphant there stood a triumphant people. 

“We will cover the ocean with our merchant marine”, 
Albert J. Beveridge^ cried out during a speech that sought to 
endow imperialism with the same supernatural sanction the 
early Puritans found implicit in success. “We will build a 
navy to the measure of our greatness. Great colonies governing 
themselves, flying our flag and trading with us, will grow 
about our posts of trade. Our institutions will follow our flag 
on the wings of our commerce. And American law, American 
order, American civilization, and the American flag will plant 
themselves on shores hitherto bloody and benighted, but by 
those agencies of God henceforth to be made beautiful and 
bright.” 

Full of swagger and satisfaction — ^how well had Adams 
caught the spirit of the time. Later voices would rise in pro- 
test — socialists like Jack London and Upton Sinclair, the 
army of muckrakers led by Lincoln Steffens, academic rebels 
like Thornstein Veblen, political insurgents like Robert M. 
La Follette — but, as the people of the nation stood on the 
threshold of a brand-new century, most of them would have 
been in general agreement with Beveridge that American 

1 Beveridge, a member of the U.S. Senate from 1899 to 1911, was one 
of the most ardent American nationalists. He was a strong supporter of 
Theodore Roosevelt and his expansionist policies. 
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sea-power, American law, American institutions and the 
American flag were truly agencies of a superior civilization 
and not improbably of God, 


IV 

By using the method of historical liturgy — the method, 
that is, which selects certain events for particular emphasis or 
celebration — ^it may be argued that the period from 1898 to 
1914 saw the end of American “isolationism’’ rather than its 
firm entrenchment. With beguiling simplicity, the terms of 
this argument run as follows: The war of 1898 forced the 
United States to assume responsibilities, not only in the Carib- 
bean, but as far away as the Philippines. The dash of the 
battleship Oregon from San Francisco around the Horn, in 
order to participate in the battle of Santiago, dramatically 
demonstrated the need of a canal across the Panama Isthmus 
— ^the canal, in turn, made plain the necessity of a “two- 
ocean” navy. Beyond this, concludes the argument, the 
United States had recognized its vital interest in the peace of 
Asia by participating in the settlement of the Russo-Japanese 
war, and in the peace of Europe by its representation at the 
Algeciras conference.^ 

But what is here overlooked, or sacrificed to the demands of 
neatness, is that it is not impossible for internationalism and 
isolationism to walk hand in hand — that even so narrow a 
strip of water as the English Channel is wide enough to help 
create a certain insularity of thought and temperament; that, 

^France, in 1904, made certain agreements with England and Spain 
leading to an increase of her influence in Morocco. Germany, feeling she 
had been rebuflfed, demanded a conference of the signatories of an earlier 
agreement concerning Morocco negotiated at Madrid in 1880. To the 
United States, a signatory of the 1880 agreement, Germany appealed for 
an extension of the “open-door’* policy to include Morocco. President 
Theodore Roosevelt, seeing a peaceful solution, persuaded the contending 
nations to attend a conference at Algeciras, Spain, in 1906. The attitude of 
Germany, however, was so uncompromising that Roosevelt threw his influ- 
ence to the side of France which won a privileged position in Morocco. 
The resulting treaty was ratified by the United States Senate, but a formal 
declaration was made that the action was taken only to protect American 
interests and should not be construed as an abandonment of a non-inter- 
vention policy toward Europe. 
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more specifically, while the aimexation of the islands in the 
Pacific may have weakened the geographic foundation of 
American isolationism it did not undermine its popularity, nor 
altar the ingrained belief, revealed as early as 1775-6 when 
the Continental Congress hesitated to enter into an alliance 
with France, that in the continental insularity of the United 
States there was contained the promise of a unique destiny, 
separate and detached from that of the rest of the world. 
The native suspicion of Europe had in no way been dimin- 
ished — ^had, if anything, been deepened by the Boer War — 
and along with the suspicion there ran a profession of con- 
tempt. Thus, when the German Emperor on ist January, 
1900, announced his intention of building up the German 
army to parity with the German navy, ushering in the new 
century with as noisy a piece of symbolism as history records, 
it was either ignored or put down as another example of 
European incorrigibility. Before the assembled officers of 
the Berlin garrison the Kaiser said: 

‘The first day of the new century sees our army — ^in other 
words, our people — ^in arms, gathered around their standards, 
kneeling before the Lord of Hosts. . . . Even as my grandfather 
laboured for his army, so will I, in like manner, carry on and 
carry through the work of reorganizing my navy in order 
that it may be justified in standing by the side of my land 
forces and that by it the German Empire may also be in a 
position to win the place which it has not yet attained. With 
the two united, I hope to be enabled, with a firm trust in the 
guidance of God, to prove the truth of the saying of Frederick 
William the First: “When one in this world wants to decide 
something with the pen he does not do it unless supported by 
the strength of the sword.’ ” 

Many persons doubtless read the speech with grave concern, 
Henry Adams certainly among them, he finding in it further 
evidence that the kinetic theory of gases had social and 
political application, that once again Germany was “bumping 
against all its neighbours”, but the more general view was 
summed up by an editorial writer for The New Tork World: 
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®‘If Emperor William had sought to wear a costume appro- 
priate to the speech he made at Berlin yesterday, the latest 
possible style he could have adopted would have been a 
suit of early mediaeval armour. . . . He and his pose are 
melancholy reminders of a past whose lessons have been all 
too imperfectly learned/* 

What these lessons were the writer did not trouble to say. 
But America, the implication ran, had taken them seriously to 
heart — ^rejecting, in the process of her education, all such Old 
World folly. The possible effect that the creation of a larger 
German navy might have upon America was nowhere 
publicly considered. Nor, in popular opinion, could it have 
any. The great island — ^immense, unique, immune — still lay 
bastioned by the seas. Whatever shocks might quake the earth 
of Europe, in whatever skies the storm might rage, here at 
home the island earth would remain unshaken, the island sky 
serene. The wisdom of the Almighty, in placing the waters 
of the earth where He did, had never seemed more profound. 

Grateful for the continental insularity of the United States, 
looking upon it as a gift handed down from above, the turn- 
of-the-century American, might justify his complacency with 
verse from Goethe and celebration from Hegel. In 1827, 
moved to signalize the escape of America from the tyrannies 
of Europe, Goethe had written: 

Amerika^ du hast es besser 
Als unser Kontinenty der alte, 

Du hast keine verfallene Schlosser 
Und keine Basalte. 

Dich start nicht im Innern 
lebendiger Z^it 
TJnnutzes Erinnern 
Und vergeblicher StreitJ^ 

America, you have it better 
Than our old continent, 

You have no ruins 
No tormented stones. 
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Hegel, whose theory of the state as the only absolute reality 
had been interestingly paralleled in part by John Calhoun of 
South Carolina, was also prompted to praise America. In his 
Philosophy of History he called it “the land of the future where, 
in the ages that lie before us, the burden of the World’s 
History shall reveal itself. . . the land of desire for all those 
who are weary of the historical lumber-room of old Europe”. 

America was not so highly regarded by most other Euro- 
peans, Matthew Arnold summing up the general view by 
calling it “uninteresting” and Sigmund Freud the extreme 
one by regretting its discovery as “a terrible mistake”, but 
even these critics agreed that the new world had nothing in 
common with the old. With so many voices saying so, and 
with the map of the earth’s surface to back them up, the 
American had no more reason to dispute the geographic and 
cultural uniqueness of the United States than to deny its 
temperate climate. And if this implied a rejection of Europe, 
a more intense interest in the affairs of Main Street than the 
broad highways of the world, he might reply that he was 
acting on the advice of Europe’s most advanced and intelligent 
minds. Even Napoleon, Hegel reminded him, was said to 
have complained, ^^Cette vieille Europe rrC ennuie'\ 

The American, then, coming into the Twentieth Century, 
could consider himself guilty of no moral failing in feeling 
similarly bored. Europe was the past, America the future. 
As a citizen of that future, inhabiting “the land of desire” 
he subscribed to its promise much as he might have subscribed 
to stock in a gold mine — ^rashly, perhaps, but hopeful and 
unafraid. 


149 



8 


THEODORE ROOSEVELT FEELS FIT AS 
A BULL MOOSE 

The American as Trogressive 


THEODORE ROOSEVELT 

1858: JSforn Kew Torky JV.T.y the son of Theodore and Martha 
Bulloch Roosevelt 

1880: Graduated from Harvard University; married Alice Hathaway 
Lee, 

1881: Elected to the New York State Legislature, 

1884: Death of Alice Lee Roosevelt, 

1886: Unsuccessful candidate for Mayor of New York City, 

1889: Appointed a member of the US, Civil Service Commission 
by President Benjamin Harrison, 

1895: President of the New York City Board of Police Commissioners, 
1897-8; Assistant Secretary of the Navy, 

1898: Organized the first US, volunteer cavalry regiment with Leonard 
Wood; it becomes popularly known as ^^RooseveWs Rough Riders^^ 
and he sees action with it in Cuba, 

1899-1900: Governor of New York, 

1901: Vice-President of the United States, 

1902: Succeeds to the Presidency upon the assassination of McKinley, 
1904: Re-elected, 

1909-10: Big game hunting in Africa, 

1912: Organizes the Progressive Party and becomes its candidate 
for the Presidency; Woodrow Wilson elected, 

1919; Died ist January, 
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8 Theodore Roosevelt feels fit as a 
Bull Moose 

THE AMERICAN AS PROGRESSIVE 


A t the end of the Spanish-American War, when all 
America was singing Theodore Roosevelt’s theme 
song, “There’ll Be a Hot Time In the Old Town To^ 
night,” all England was singing the slightly more abandoned 
nonsense of “Ta-ra-ra-ra-boom-de-ay”, the theme song of 
Jin de siecle, “It affected the country like an epidemic”, Hol- 
brook Jackson wrote in The Eighteen Nineties^ discovering in it 
“the absurd ga ira of a generation that was bent on kicking 
over the traces”, much as later social historians were to find an 
equally absurd ga ira in the no less nonsensical chorus of 
“Jada”, which helped serve notice that the post-war Jazz 
Age had arrived. 

Between the England of Jin de sikle, of Oscar Wilde and 
Aubrey Beardsley, of Max Beerbohm and George Bernard 
Shaw, of Dandyism and The Tellow Book — ^between this 
England and bustling, materialistic, turn-of-the-century 
America, John Applegate would find little in common. A 
faint aura of decadence still hangs over “Ta-ra-ra-ra-boom- 
de-ay”, suggesting the foamy petticoats and gartered thighs 
of the can-can, while “There’ll Be a Hot Time” has come 
to take on all the worth and respectability of an old-fashioned 
Fourth of July picnic. But it may have been more than coin- 
cidence that brought these two songs to popularity at the same 
time: both may have been different reflections of a relatively 
similar temper and mood. For if fin de siecle was at once a swan 
song and a death-bed repentance, as has been said, the early 
I goo’s in America saw more than the passing of one century 
and the beginning of another — a cycle of change was in 
motion, along with a cycle of time. 

“The disposition of the times is curiously confused”, wrote 
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Max Nordau, * a compound of feverish restlessness and blunted 
discouragement, of fearful presage and hangdog renunciation. 
The prevalent feeling is that of imminent perdition and ex- 
tinction. Fin de siecle is both a confession and a complaint. 
The old Northern faith contained the fearsome doctrine of 
the Dusk of the Gods. In our days there have arisen in more 
highly developed minds vague qualms of the Dusk of Nations, 
in wldch all suns and all stars are gradually waning, and 
mankind with all its institutions is perishing in the midst of a 
dying world.” 

John Applegate, aware though he is that the world of the 
early i goo’s was perhaps less securely fastened to its moorings 
than it seemed, would not subscribe to such a pessimistic 
summing-up as this. The time, as he recalls it, was one of 
bustle and enterprise, full of the swaggering self-confidence 
Henry Adams had noticed, when the world, instead of being 
threatened with extinction, seemed fated to move onward and 
upward on prosperity’s unceasing curve. Deeply conscious of 
change, finding the world he lives in scarcely recognizable as 
the world of his youth, he charges such change to the War of 
1914-18. It was the War, he imagines, and the generation 
that was young when the War began, that destroyed one 
America and produced another. But correct though he is 
about the War, and while the generation that grew up during 
the War was indeed the seed-carrier of much significant 
change, outdoing any of its predecessors in its irreverence of 
tribal gods, the roots of change go back to the early years of 
the century and the decade that went before. 

Ideas and conventions which had long been regarded as 
permanent were being challenged years before the War 
began. Movements, and enthusiasms generally associated 
with The Younger Generation, such as psychoanalysis and 
the theory of economic determinism, were already noticeable 
as early as 1910. Skirts and the divorce rate began to go up, 
family prayers and the chaperon began to disappear, codes 
that had hardened into something like the authority of 
religious concepts began to be swept aside. But this drift in 
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human relations and the current of ideas, interesting thought 
it was, had a greater importance in that it was the result of a 
deeper and more revolutionary drift in American life. 

At the turn of the century, just before the assassination of 
McKinley brought Theodore Roosevelt and his athletic way 
of living into the White House, the dinosaurian capitalists 
whose principal devotion was to Barnum’s art of money 
getting had no reason to suppose that the bright sun of the 
Gilded Age would ever pass from the sky. But other factors 
than they were at work. The rebellious fanners who had 
gone down to defeat with Bryan in 1896 were growing more 
restive, the increasing army of industrial workers was moving 
toward a closer solidarity, the very vitality of capitalist 
ambition itself contributed to the relentless drift. Instead of 
being the serene era of John Applegate’s imagination, it was a 
time of ferment and dissatisfaction, of technological and 
intellectual discovery, of challenge and counter-challenge. 
The contributions of science, now beginning to reach into 
every home, permitted no man to escape the realization he 
was living in an age of change. The automobile arrived, the 
motion picture, the electric light, the fi^ng-machine. Even 
more important than these fruits of science, however, was 
the impact of newly discovered scientific laws upon speculative 
thought. 

The long drama of the conflict between science and religion 
in America, and its effect upon American thought, is too 
ramified and complicated to be told here. It is perhaps enough 
to say, however, that by the end of the Nineteenth Century 
the Calvinistic Purit9,nism of New England had long since 
broken down. Even where it kept its intolerance, or ran off 
into those evangelical sects that the Puritans would have 
despised, it lost its metaphysical zeal. Pragmatic and mater- 
ialistic thinking had been given a great stimulus by the 
Industrial Revolution, and now a further impetus was pro- 
vided by Darwinian evolution, historical geology, and the 
new discoveries in chemistry and physics. The Scriptures 
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were examined in the light of ‘‘higher criticism”, religious 
experience was brought down to the level of other mental 
phenomena by physiological psychology, improvement of the 
individual and society by means of science and sociology 
displaced the earlier concern with theology and religion. A 
whole new school of political and social criticism came into 
being, proud of its scientific approach, challenging intellectual 
patterns that had gone unquestioned since the days of the 
covered wagon. 

Almost overnight, it seemed, with the coming of the Indus- 
trial Revolution, the nation had entered upon an immense 
new field of difficulties. The cry that disturbed the pluto- 
cratic ilite was still the frontier challenge — the people, not the 
elect, have the right to rule — ^but now the frontier was no 
more. Free land had given out. The plowshare of industrial- 
ism, breaking ground for the factories, seemed also to have 
turned under the unlimited promise once inherent in the 
vast continental domain. The pattern of decentralization 
that for over a hundred years had scattered men across the 
face of a continent now became a pattern of concentration. 
The frontier turned into the frontier of the city street. 

The psychology of the nation, along with its appearance, 
began to change. The old voices of agrarian affirmation were 
lost in urban confessions of defeat. The almost spontaneous 
democracy of the backwoods, the democracy that was free 
before it was independent, that had hewn its sense of freedom 
out of the wilderness and implanted the idea of liberty in the 
American mind — this great crucible of hope and experience 
was weighed in the scales of economic determinism and found 
wanting. The drift toward capitalistic plutocracy, it was held, 
was most clearly seen as the inevitable flowering of the found- 
ing fathers’ chief intent. The advance guard, claiming to 
speak in the name of scientific realism, closed the doors of 
democracy and invited the nation to embark on a new and 
non-democratic future. The promise of American life, in 
some men’s minds, had run out to nothing. 

Such disillusionment, in time, would come to seem more 
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than a little extreme. For despite all the errors and inade- 
quacies that could be charged to the American system, 
regardless of the fact that the industrial capitalists constituted 
the hard core of the ruling class, predatory in its instincts and 
undemocratic in its impulses, there yet remained the unmistak- 
able evidence, large as the continent itself, that during the 
years of its existence the American system had provided a 
larger and more durable base for political freedom, and 
brought about a wider distribution of this world’s goods, than 
any ever devised. The view put forward by the more advanced 
progressive thinkers that democracy had failed (just as it 
would be put forward by later progressive thinkers in the 
1930’s) would seem to be more indicative of a narrowness of 
vision than a triumph of realistic thinking. The value of the 
contribution made by the progressive intellectuals can hardly 
be overestimated, for it represented the first major criticsil 
appraisal of the American system since the dialectic of John 
Calhoun, but even so confirmed a progressive as Vernon 
Louis Farrington would eventually come to question if the 
past had been altogether correctly read. 

Seeking a solution to the problem of plutocracy, faced with 
the fact that monopoly capitalism had gained control of the 
machinery of government, the progressive intellectuals turned 
for explanation to the American past, re-examining it in the 
light of the theory of economic determinism. Here at last 
was the magic talisman: doors long bolted must now swing 
open. Not only could the mists of the past be penetrated, but 
the palm of the future read as well. Prophecy peeped from 
behind the curtains of the fortune-teller’s booth and made 
ready to enter political science. More important than that, 
however, as Farrington wrote, was the fact that liberalism 
‘‘was convinced that somehow economic determinism would 
turn out to be a fairy godmother to the proletariat and that 
from the imperious drift of industrial expansion must eventu- 
ally issue social justice”. 

We are now able to see, with the clarity of hindsight^ that 

was not so simple: that these various triumphs of realistic 
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thinking were not without their own content of wishful 
thinking. Other than this placing of two much trust in the 
theory of economic determinism, however, two further 
mistakes on the part of the progressive intellectuals suggest 
themselves — a rejection, along with the myths and cobwebs of 
the past, of that body of beliefs, traditions and attitudes which 
are fairly described as the ethic of American democracy, and a 
failure to understand that democracy as a form of government 
depends, in large part, upon the competing interplay of the 
social forces contained within the structural framework of the 
democratic state. 

John Applegate, coming upon something entitled The 
Structural Nature of the Democratic State^ would probably find 
his attention so aroused as to make him turn it to the baseball 
scores. In the way he takes his social system for granted, 
confusing the meaning of politics with the results of local 
elections, he sometimes seems like a walking denial of Aris- 
totle’s maxim that man is a political animal. Nevertheless, 
in spite of this indifference, Croce’s observation that politics 
is part of the inner man still remains. This is why the structural 
nature of the democratic state, which the turn-of-the-century 
progressive thinkers would seem to have partially misinterpreted, 
is important to John Applegate whether he realizes it or not. 

A democratic state^ does not come about, as should be 
obvious but often is not, simply because of some magic con- 
tained in the word democracy. Before such a state can come 
into being, or successfully maintain itself, it would appear that 
two essential conditions must prevail — (i) There must be, 
on the part of the people, a general emotional or ethical pre- 
ference for democracy over any other form of government; 
and (2) The state must be composed of a number of relatively 
independent social forces, bearing more or less arrangement 
to the state as the atom to the molecule, with no single one of 

^ ^ The democratic state is here taken to be one based on popular sover- 
eignty, one that provides full expression for that political opposition 
without which no democracy is possible, and one in which the democratic 
privileges that are traditionally associated with the Bill of Rights are recog- 
nized. 
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them so powerful as to destroy, absorb or make ineffective 
the others. Should any such one force attain to this degree of 
power — capital or labour, the army or the church, the Hite 
or the masses — democracy is then destroyed or stands in 
danger of destruction. 

But no less important than the structural nature of the 
democratic state is the democratic ethic, or, if this seems too 
lofty a word, the democratic emotion. John Applegate may 
not know what democracy is, but he knows how he feels about 
democracy. Emotion is here important as knowledge. And 
it is this, the ethic or emotion of democracy, that the economic 
determinists, past and present, have preferred to ignore. 
Every state, to some degree, is a reflection of the psychology 
of the men and women who live in it. If such men and women 
are not psychologically disposed toward democracy (as in 
Germany), or have lost faith in it (as in France just before 
the outbreak of the first World War) the structural conditions 
necessary for the maintenance of the democratic state cannot 
alone guarantee democracy. If, on the other hand, such a 
psychological disposition is present (as in America during 
Colonial times) men and women will continue to struggle for 
democracy no matter what the cost. 

The seminal question put by the early Twentieth Century 
progressive intellectuals, to which all others were largely 
auxiliary, was one of enormous and baffling complexity. 
What they were asking, each in his own way, was, Is democracy 
possible? A few, turning to what seemed the brighter promise 
of socialism, just as many of the intellectuals of the 1930’s 
were to turn to communism, replied in the negative. Others, 
more hopeful, thought that an approach to the answer lay 
in the strengthening of the authority of the state. 

The state, they felt, having in effect lost its sovereignty to 
economics, must now reassert that sovereignty and discipline 
economics for the common good. But here, too, their ambi- 
tions would appear worthier than their thinking: the problem 
of power was ignored — the fact that even in a highly decen- 
tralized state power tends to be consolidated in a few hands, 
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and that, in a highly centralized one, Michels’ ‘‘iron law of 
oligarchy” may operate without interference. Into the channel 
of most progressive thinking went everything but a realistic 
political understanding— good-will, affection for the underdog, 
an imagined escape from the treacherous pitfalls of romantic- 
ism, anger with the sins and follies of the plutocratic elite. 
Fight the good fight and the good shall triumph: show men 
the way and men shall follow: increase the authority of the 
state and the state shall operate for the good of all. 

That in this concept of the state — centralized, powerful, 
disciplinary — ^they were jettisoning one of Jefferson’s cardinal 
principles, is of only incidental consequence. More significant 
is the fact that in less than twenty-five years after the fruition 
of progressive hopes in the election of 1912, when Theodore 
Roosevelt stood at Armageddon and the dawn of Woodrow 
Wilson’s New Freedom broke across the land, the state itself, 
by becoming totalitarian in many countries and increasingly 
authoritarian in others, was to become the main enemy of 
democracy and invest the question Is democracy possible? with 
new and sombre meaning. 

Even John Applegate, caught in the currents of world 
revolution, would have to pause and wonder. In the first 
years of the Twentieth Century, however, with Theodore 
Roosevelt in the White House, the idea of world revolution 
seemed but the distorted nightmare of a madman’s dream. 
The noise in the air was loud enough to be mistaken for the 
breaking of nations, but it came from the hustings of trusts — 
that and the beginnings of jazz. 

U 

The progressive movement, in John Applegate’s imagin- 
ation, is summed up in the character and personality of 
Theodore Roosevelt. There is reason enough for this, for in 
the campaign of 1912 Roosevelt gave progressivism the best 
dramatization of its rather confused career, but there may 
also be detected some of the irony that seems to be a special 
fondness of history. Roosevelt was a force in his time, and 
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lent the rebellious elements of his day the colour and energy of 
a flambuoyant leadership, but he remains in the American mind 
for reasons that have little or nothing to do with progressivism. 

One of the secondary Americans, properly belonging in 
the lesser hierarchy reserved for such figures as William Jen- 
nings Bryan, the hero of San Juan Hill escaped Bryan’s fate 
largely because he was that hero, became President, shot lions 
and tigers, and because the ultimate tragedy of his life, which 
came when Woodrow Wilson would not grant him permission 
to serve in the War of 1914-18, is a tragedy only by special 
definition, with none of the burlesque overtones that marked 
the Dayton monkey-trial. 

In the historical balance, however, the scale are nearly 
equal — ^Bryan’s Democratic populism against Roosevelt’s 
Republican progressivism; the Great Commoner against the 
Rough Rider; the cross of gold against the big stick. Both 
were actors, both were gifted with the quality of leadership, 
both led broad popular movements against entrenched pri- 
vilege — and both failed. That Roosevelt’s failure is never 
recalled by most Americans, while that of Bryan is attached 
like a stigma to his memory, is also traceable to the Dayton 
monkey-trial. Roosevelt, whose greatness was attributed by 
one admirer to his understanding of the "psychology of the 
mutt”, never permitted himself to be made ridiculous: Bryan, 
in his insistence that Eve was indeed created from Adam’s 
rib, was too sincere to be that fortunate. The portrait of 
Bryan that most Americans remember is the one done in 
mercury by H. L. Mencken.^ The image of Roosevelt is the 
one created by himself. 

1 The appearance of William Jennings Bryan as an expert on the Bible 
during the so-called Dayton, Tenn., “monkey-triar’ (see p. 134-5) brought 
about the climax of what the Tennessee Supreme Court later described as 
“this bizarre case”. Bryan was cross-examined by Clarence Darrow, one 
of the attorneys for the defence, and was forced to reveal a rather startling 
ignorance of modern science. One of the journalists who reported the trial 
was H. L. Mencken, then editor of The American Mercury y and throughout 
the proceedings he made Bryan a target for column after column of murder- 
ous satire. Bryan died in Dayton a few days after the conclusion of the 
trial, a circumstance that caused him to be regarded as a martyr in many 
sections of the country. 

F* 
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It is this, the way in which whatever issues he happened to 
represent were submerged in his own personality, that makes 
him one of the guideposts to the present century. With Roose- 
velt there is marked the beginning of Twentieth-Century 
personalism in American government. There had been 
leaders in America before, and the history of Europe may be 
written in terms of personal leadership, but during the past 
in America there had always been a programme, or at least a 
fairly definite attitude toward a programme, associated with 
the man. In the election of 1800, when the victory of Jefferson 
and his Democratic-Republicans blocked the dangerous 
monarchial trends of the Federalists, men voted for Jefferson 
because he was Jefferson, “The People’s Friend”. Along 
with these emotional ballots, however, they cast their votes 
for what he represented. Those who went down with his 
opponent did likewise. 

Danuel Webster, in a later era, was bluntly specific on the 
point. “If you approve my principles, elect me”, he said. “If 
you disapprove, reject me.” And in the famous contest of 
Lincoln and Douglas, one of the most dramatic clashes of 
personality in American life, there was also a debate of 
principles. Lincoln would not have had it otherwise. 

After the coming of the Industrial Revolution, however, 
and the growth of mass democracy accompanied by an in- 
creasing ambiguity in political platforms, this stressing of 
principles tends to disappear. The first signs of modern per- 
sonalism in government begin to be apparent with the election 
of General U. S. Grant. In the career of Theodore Roosevelt 
it takes on the form that characterizes it as one of the distin- 
guishing features of the Twentieth Century. Roosevelt came 
to the Presidency by a combination of accidents, the ambitions 
of Mark Hanna and the trajectory of an assassin’s bullet 
happening to coincide at a particular moment in time, but for 
the rest of his political career he was to run on a platform that 
had been reduced to the strict simplicity of two initials: T.R. 
With him, more emphatically than at any time in the past, 
the American government came to be symbolized by an 
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individual — -just as it would later come to be even more not- 
ably symbolized by another Roosevelt in an era when the 
English system was personalized by Winston Ghurchillj and 
Stalin, Hitler and Mussolini gave the colour and dominance of 
their own characters to the dictatorships over which they ruled. 

On the subject of heroes, and hero-worship, Thomas Carlyle 
has had much to say. Nor can it be doubted, momentarily 
passing over some of the objections to his thesis, that the 
great movements in history have all been marked by the 
leadership of arresting and unique men. Philip and Alexander 
in Greece, Julius Caesar in Rome, Napoleon in France, 
Peter the Great in Russia, Qpeen Elizabeth in England — 
the weight of evidence is incontrovertible. But any extreme 
emphasis upon the principle of leadership, as in Carlyle’s 
idea of the hero, tends to ignore the economic and political 
drives that lie in the social background. It is hardly likely 
that Carlyle’s idol, Oliver Cromwell, could have come to 
power if the various forces that made for the Reformation 
had not already been unleashed. It is just as unlikely that 
Lenin, the outstanding leader of the early part of the Twen- 
tieth Century, could have engineered the Bolshevik Revolution 
if the armies of the Czar had not been defeated in the War of 
1914-18. The theory of individualistic determinism is no less 
limited than the one that stresses the economic motive to the 
exclusion of everything else. History, if it has any lessons at 
all, teaches us that it is multiple-causationist. 

It is not enough to say, consequently, that with Theodore 
Roosevelt there is marked the beginning of Twentieth- 
Century personalism in American government. There must 
be added that his arrival on the scene happened to correspond 
with a period of widespread popular unrest and that in him 
the voices of unrest found their ideal mouthpieec. If Theodore 
Roosevelt understood the psychology of the mutt, the mutt 
found a reflection of his own psychology in that of Theodore 
Roosevelt. This wedding of understanding and reflection 
seems essential to the principle of leadership, in democracies 
as well as in dictatorships. 
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Distressing though it may be for those whom William 
James christened the “tender-minded’* to think so, it is not 
unlikely that almost everything that happens in modern 
politics is eventually based on instincts and emotions. The sum 
total of these instincts and emotions, in moments of inflam- 
mation, make up that herd-instinct or mass-drunkenness that 
sometimes takes possession of whole peoples. But mass-drunk- 
enness, of itself, cannot be a prime mover in politics because, 
as Bertrand Russell has said, it cannot determine what the 
final action of the mass will be. This was proved during the 
early days of the Russian Revolution. It is here that leadership 
comes into play. But neither can leadership of itself determine 
the final result in politics. There is always an interplay of 
forces. The mass influences leadership, leadership influences 
the mass. It is only when the articulated ambitions of the 
former begin to coincide with the unarticulated ambitions of 
the latter that some kind of decision is reached. The will of 
Lenin plainly did not represent the whole will of the Russian 
people. It was representative of enough of their will, however, 
to make possible the necessary identification. The same thing 
may be said of Hitler in his relation to the people of Germany. 

This is why the arguments of those critics who quarrel with 
Theodore Roosevelt for not setting the nation on a more 
revolutionary path fall of their own lack of weight. If revolu- 
tion was what the country wanted, instead of reform, it could 
have followed the Socialist, Eugene V. Debs: or, if not Debs, 
the more truly progressive Robert M. La Follette. The pro- 
gressive movement was not directed against the American 
system, with its promise of personal success, but against the 
monopolistic combines which threatened to nullify that 
promise. It was the middle-class belief (which in the United 
States may be considered almost synonymous with the general 
belief) in the Puritan verities of thrift and enterprise and 
individual success that was most offended. All the values 
implicit in the philosophy of moral materialism seemed at 
stake. 

The men and women who followed Theodore Roosevelt 
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were not at all anxious to repudiate the profit system: they 
were merely angry and outraged with those who had made 
too good a thing out of the profit system. The American 
reverence for bigness was for the moment shaken. As one 
small business man after the other was gobbled up, as the rail- 
roads squeezed the farmer, as it became shockingly clear that 
government of the people, for the people and by the people 
was turning into government of the corporations, for the 
corporations, and by the corporations — to borrow a phrase 
of the time — ^bigness, in the form of monopoly, took on the 
sinister shape of the figure of King Stork. Every trail of 
crookedness and corruption in government followed by the 
journalistic muckrakers, every smell that rose from the shame 
of the cities, led straight to the doorstep of Monopoly and Big 
Business: at the end of every path stood the figure of King 
Stork. It was the trusts that had poisoned the springs of 
economic well-being, that pulled the wires of invisible govern- 
ment, that had made a mockery of laissez faire. The aroused 
battalions of the middle class, alarmed as never before, moved 
forward to attack. In Theodore Roosevelt, whose mind fit 
its philosophy with a neatness that might have been tailored 
for the occasion, it found its natural leader. 

IE 

In his agreement with Plutarch that the purpose of bio- 
graphy is to set up good examples, John Applegate would 
approve of Theodore Roosevelt’s Autobiography with the 
same enthusiasm that he endorses the life-story of Andrew 
Carnege. (It must be added, however, that he has never 
read this 647 page classic. His knowledge of Roosevelt the 
author comes from African Game Trails^ which he received as a 
gift for subscribing to a magazine.) But unlike Carnegie’s 
autobiography, with its mbcture of naivete and self-approval 
that gives us so many valuable insights into the character of 
the author, that of Roosevelt is curiously lacking in interest. 
The picture that comes through is that of a Public Figure 
who confesses nothing because he imagines he has nothing to 

163 



Theodore Roosevelt feeh fit as a Bull Moose 

confess — ^not from self-congratulation, which is not one of 
Roosevelt’s more noticeable traits, but rather from a con- 
viction that he understands the motives that lie behind his 
every act: motives always admirable, always simple to the 
extreme. Beyond this there are pages and pages of energetic 
tedium (Roosevelt did not write with a pen: he charged with 
it), enlivened by a notable collection of forceful platitudes. 
He is for marriage and exercise, against laziness and graft. 
He thinks that a man will succeed if he has “the right stuff” 
in him, will not if he has not. He does not care a rap for 
power, only for “the use that can be made of the substance”. 
As long as a single copy of the Autobiography remains, it may 
judicially be said, Roosevelt’s reputation as the apostle of the 
obvious is safe. 

Nor do any of his other literary compositions manage sub- 
stantially to shake this reputation. As good a sample of his 
serious tiaought as any (with the possible exception of his life 
of Oliver Cromwell whom he admired almost as excessively 
as did Carlyle) are the several essays brought together under 
the title “History as Literature”. There is a range of intellectual 
curiosity that commands respect, the stamp of an alert intelli- 
gence whose gravest fault lies in its inability to understand 
that there are certain walls that cannot be breached by mere 
derringdo, and a literary knowledge some of his critics might 
envy. The lecture delivered at Oxford in 1910 on “Biological 
Analogies in History” shows more than a superficial acquaint- 
ance with science, “The Search for Truth” reveals an ability 
to appreciate the ideas of such diverse philosophers as Henri 
Bergson and William James, and, if in the address delivered at 
the University of Berlin on “The World Movement” the tend- 
ency to think in terms of platitude is more marked, some of his 
observations, such as “Under modern circumstances the 
books we read, the news sent by telegraph to our newspapers, 
the strangers we meet, all tend to bring us into touch with 
other peoples”, were destined to be repeated by other voices 
to larger audiences during the century. 

It is in his lecture on “Citizenship in a Republic,” however, 
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delivered at the Sorbonne during the barnstorming tour of 
191O5 that his claim to the title of apostle of the obvious is 
most boldly staked; and where, with the brevity imposed by 
the lecture form, he gives us the essence of his political thought. 
There is a great appearance of struggle, of mortal intellectual 
combat, but we soon come to see that most of this noise and 
display of battle is merely Theodore Roosevelt wrestling with 
himself—or, more exactly, with his extreme reluctance to 
come actually to grips with the problem that lies before him. 

That Roosevelt was aware of the true nature of the problem 
is obvious. He knew as well as any man of his generation 
that the Industrial Revolution had more clearly defined class 
differences in America, that the movement of society was 
becoming less fluid, that the chief threat to the democratic 
idea — this being before the rise of a new and unsuspected 
threat to democracy in the form of the corporate state — ^was 
contained in Marx’s philosophy and programme of class 
revolution. Such knowledge, implied by Roosevelt’s com- 
plaint that the muckraking journalists (whom he christened) 
were building up revolutionary sentiment, was at the Sor- 
bonne openly confessed. 

‘‘There have been”, he said, “many republics in the past, 
both in what we call antiquity and in what we call the Middle 
Ages. They fell and the prime factor in their fall was the fact 
that the parties tended to divide along the line that separates 
wealth from poverty”. 

Well, if this was so, if this was the lesson of history, what 
was the answer? If here lay the threat to democracy, how was 
democracy to meet that threat? The question was an enormous 
one, and the fourth decade of the century would still find it 
lying unanswered, but plainly more was demanded than the 
crying out that such a state of affairs should not exist and the 
piling of one excellent sentiment upon another. Roosevelt, in 
these pages, suggests a man who, finding himself faced with 
a complicated problem in chess, his king in check, tries to 
improve his position by sweeping the pieces from the board. 
The most important thing he could find to say was: 
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‘The gravest wrong upon his country is inflicted by that 
man, whatever his station, who seeks to make his countrymen 
divide primarily on the line that separates class from class, 
occupation from occupation, men of more wealth from men 
of less wealth, instead of remembering that the only safe 
standard is that which judges each man on his worth as a 
man, whether he be rich or poor, without regard to his pro- 
fession or his occupation in life. Such is the only true demo- 
cratic test, the only test that can with propriety be applied 
in a republic.’ 

Who can possibly quarrel with this? Who can deny that “A 
good man is a brave man?” Or that “Character must show 
itself in a man’s performance both of the duty he owes himself 
and the duty he owes the state?” But who, at the same time, 
can find in this anthology of homilies even an approach to 
the problem at hand, much less its answer? Roosevelt’s 
reputation as a political thinker has admittedly never been 
high, but it is still uncomfortable to see him standing on the 
lecture platform of the Sorbonne and lending the weight of 
his own evidence to the remark Cecil Spring Rice made of him; 
“You must always remember that the President is about six.” 

To find fault with Roosevelt on this score, however, is to 
fall into the same kind of obviousness we would hold against 
him. “Full of platitudes”, William Howard Taft decided 
finally, and Robert M. La Follette, in his autobiography, said: 
“Theodore Roosevelt is the ablest living interpreter of what I 
would call the superficial sentiment of a given time, and 
he is spontaneous to his response to it.” Yet it was exactly this 
spontaneous response to public sentiment, the way in which 
“the psychology of the mutt” found a reflection in his own, 
that enabled Roosevelt to become the outstanding leader of 
his time. Had his obviousness of thought not been brought to 
such a high point of development, were he less a master of 
saying exactly what the disgruntled citizenry wanted to hear 
said, he would probably not have become President. There is 
always John Applegate’s division of human brows to be 
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remembered, the highs on one side and the lows on the other, 
and the American reluctance to have one of the highs in the 
White House is notorious. Roosevelt, as emphatically as John 
Applegate, was against the highs. 

“1 he closet philosopher”, he said, “is of little use in actual 
governmental work”. 


rv 

It would be a mistake, however, because of what one of 
Roosevelt’s critics has called his unflagging approval of the 
Ten Commandments, to imagine that he brought nothing but 
evasiveness and platitude to bear upon the problem caused by 
the impact of the Industrial Revolution upon a political philo- 
sophy and system of government that had its origins in an 
agrarian society. Behind Roosevelt’s famous “balanced judg- 
ments”, often so well-balanced that they hang exactly in mid- 
air, meaning nothing at all, there lies a definite, though no 
less balanced, answer to the question Is democracy possible? 
Yes, replied Roosevelt, but there must be reform. 

Reform may itself be interpreted as a form of evasiveness, 
especially by those who are impatient with the democratic 
process, and it may even be seen as an offshoot of cowardice. 
Georges Sorel, the prophet of violence who was so deeply to 
influence Benito Mussolini and others, who found in the prin- 
ciple of violence the basis of a new ethic, was unsparing in 
his contempt of those whom he always italicized as worthy 
progressives. No recent denunciation of reform improves in 
any way upon the invective Sorel pours out in his Reflections 
On Violence. “The specious reasoning of these gentlemen — 
the pontiffs of ‘social duty’ — supposes that violence may 
diminish in proportion as the intellectuals unbend to the 
masses and make platitudes and grimaces in honour of the 
union of the classes. ... It is enough to make one despair of 
sociology! If they had any common sense, they would remain 
quiet instead of devoting themselves to ‘social duty’. Etc., 
etc.” 

Evasive or not — and it would seem, as an answer, evasive 
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only to those who might find a similar evasiveness in any 
colour not black or white— Theodore Roosevelt found his 
answer, or had the answer found for him by the progressives, 
in reform. He worked no miracles with reform, and his period 
as President was perhaps less productive of important social 
legislation than that of his successor William Howard Taft, 
but his answer, in broad outline, was identical with that later 
to be given by Woodrow Wilson and, later still, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. 

He had, it may be said, a clearer idea of his hopes, as 
expressed in a letter wherein he said that the idea toward 
which he was striving was to bring about a diffusion of wealth 
so as to avoid *‘the extremes of swollen fortune and grinding 
poverty”, than of how to translate such hopes into reality. (‘*1 
cannot say”, he confessed, ‘‘that I entered the Presidency with 
any deliberately planned and far-reaching scheme of social 
betterment.”) He remains, however, the first President of the 
United States openly to propose that the political authority 
of the state be used to discipline economics and bring about a 
wider distribution of wealth — a doctrine that would lie at the 
heart of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal and find its most 
violent preachment in the hill-billy text of Huey P. Long. 

One of Roosevelt’s most explicit statements on political 
theory, far worthier of him than anything said at the Sor- 
bonne, is to be found in an article, “The Trusts, the People, 
and the Square Deal”, which is included as an appendix to 
his autobiography. But even here, it is interesting to notice, 
there is still a certain reluctance to take a clear and forthright 
stand. Instead of speaking in his own right, Roosevelt quotes 
from a speech made by Senator Cushman K. Davis in 1886 
(Davis being of that earlier progressive school whose best 
representative was Henry J. Altgeld of Illinois, and whose 
thought was perhaps best summed up by Simon Patten in 
The Premises of Political Economy) and then adds his own 
approval — ^not, however, without introducing a few “balanced 
judgments” later on. But in any case, the argument is stated: 

‘When Senator Davis spoke, few men of great power had 

168 



The American as Progressive 

the sympathy and vision necessary to perceive . . . that it was 
absolutely impossible to go back to an outworn social status, 
and that we must abandon definitely the laissez-faire theory of 
political economy, and fearlessly champion a system of 
increased Governmental control, paying no heed to the cries 
of the worthy people who denounce this as Socialistic.’ 

This is still the central paragraph of progressive thought; 
the argument remains relatively unchanged. It has been 
recast more times than can be counted, as in Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s dictum that the United States could not go back 
to ‘‘horse-and-buggy days”, but nowhere has it been greatly 
improved upon. Here the main battleground of American 
politics for the next four decades was staked off. The inter- 
minable arguments for and against Woodrow Wilson’s New 
Freedom, for and against Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, 
all the endless shouting and tumult, would be merely para- 
phrasrs and modifications of the arguments for and against 
Theodore Roosevelt’s Square Deal. ‘‘The Sage of Oyster 
Bay” was of no great intellectual stature, the word sage 
having here a certain malicious content, but his shadow, 
which was the accumulated shadow of all the progressives he 
came to represent, was to linger across the American landscape 
when all that remained of his memory was the legend of his 
personality and tales of the strenuous life. 

v 

Enough has been written of Roosevelt’s addiction to the 
strenuous life to make any further examination unnecessary 
— Gamaliel Bradford, one of the gentlest of scholars, con- 
fessed that merely to think about all that energy made him 
feel tired. Even when Roosevelt sat in a rocking-chair he 
went on with his fury of living and, as John Burroughs recalled, 
should it happen that a mosquito needed killing, there was 
enough force expended to stun a bull elephant. 

But what lay behind all that immense vitality, that furious 
celebration of muscular activity, that emphasis upon action 
that was to be his battlecry for fifty years? (“Get action. 
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Don’t fritter away your time. Create, act, take a place wher- 
ever you are and be somebody. Get action.”) Why was he so 
contemptuous of the weakling, the timid, the uncertain? Such 
reasons as Roosevelt gives us are not altogether convincing. 
He believed he was the most honest man in the world, and 
the most sincere, yet in the end we come to feel he was always 
duping himself— or, if not that, trying to convince some dis- 
believing part of his mind of things he suspected were untrue. 
There is a gap somewhere, a missing centre, the lack of a solid 
conviction whose absence must always be covered up by 
words. The portrait that emerges from Roosevelt’s various 
hymns to the strenuous life, containing enough of a love of 
force to be a foreshadowing of the worship of force that was 
to become one of the most abnormal fixations of the century 
he helped inaugurate, is that of a man playing a part — a 
man of aggressive vanity and obdurate will, an ego-centred 
personality with a strong inclination toward self-dramat- 
ization. 

Vanity, generally regarded as a negative quality, is one of 
the most positive human traits, probably having its roots in 
nothing more noxious than the normal desire to win the 
approval of others. (Self-love or narcissism, which is most 
often taken to be the meaning of vanity, is merely one of its 
offshoots.) A variable, taking different forms in different 
men, vanity may range from the self-abnegation of the anchor- 
ite, who expresses it by asserting the superiority of his spirit 
over the temptations of the flesh, to the more energetic ego of 
those who are determined to leave an indelible impress upon 
the tracks of time. 

It is this latter form of vanity that we come across most 
firequendy in politics. An art only by special definition, a 
science by no definition at all, politics is yet one of the more 
important forms of self-expression — one that men frequently 
turn to when other forms have proved inadequate or unsatis- 
factory, It is illuminating, even if obvious, that aU the out- 
standing leaders of the Twentieth Century thus far — ^Theodore 
Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Lenin, Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, 
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Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt — also had, or have, talents 
and ambitions in other fields. 

Theodore Roosevelt was not ungifted as a writer and had 
he been more determined in this direction, and perhaps more 
rebellious against the standards and values of his class, it 
might not have been impossible for him to find a career in 
literature rather than politics, and to have become more 
reconciled to the frail body that made him unhappy as a 
youth. It was the determination to make over his body into a 
more adequate instrument, as everyone knows, that led him 
to embrace the strenuous life. But this determination, the 
ambition of a sickly boy born into a leisured class that has 
always emphasized sports in the manner of the English 
nobility, was clearly rooted in a sense of inferiority too galling 
for either will or vanity to stand. 

One of the most revealing passages of Roosevelt’s auto- 
biography is that in which he tells how two boys made life 
miserable for him on a trip West, and how when he tired to 
fight them he was made to suffer the further humiliation of 
being handled with easy contempt. It was then, he tells us, 
that he made up his mind never again to be put into such a 
helpless position; when, having become “bitterly conscious 
that I did not have the natural prowess to hold my own, I 
decided to supply its place by training”. Up to this point he 
is completely convincing: he wins our agreement as well as 
our sympathy. There then follows, however, a long paean to 
muscularity that is a cross between the chatter of a himt 
breakfast and the noisier passages of Jack London — a. younger 
contemporary with whom Roosevelt had much in common. 

Roosevelt takes himself seriously here, just as he does in all 
his panegyrics to the strenuous life, but it is hard for us to 
do so. The picture is too forced, too desperate, too much the 
anxiety of a man who is fearful of dropping his pretence lest 
the whole thing tumble before his eyes. Roosevelt the he-man, 
dressed up as a hunter, seems always stalking the memory of 
the boy Roosevelt with the frail body: the imagine of inferiority 
must be destroyed again and again. There was other, more 
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tangible game-lions, tigers, moose, grizzlies — ^but even in 
these exploits Roosevelt lacks conviction. The hunter’s 
emotion is a hard one to communicate — as hard, perhaps, as 
the emotion of love — and it is probably unreasonable to 
expect of Roosevelt anything more than the surface record he 
gives us in African Game Trails, The question does arise, how- 
ever, if he went hunting because he liked to hunt, or whether 
hunting was part of the game, the very complicated and 
elaborate game, he called the strenuous life. 

‘Tlaying a game” — ^time after time, in his books and corre- 
spondence, the phrase repeats itself: always we come across 
ideas linked to it. “The great game in which we are all 
engaged”, he says in his autobiography, trying to get hold of 
the meaning of life: “It will be awful if we miss the fun”, 
he remarked when the Spanish- American War broke out: 
“Get into the game”, he advised the Boy Scouts. “Hit the 
line hard. Play the game for all you’re worth.” 

What we have here, patently, is the most obvious kind of 
teen-age symbolism. But other than that, because of the 
persistence of the “playing a game” image and the ideas 
linked to it, there is the clear suggestion that Roosevelt actually 
did think of life as a kind of large performance. Crowded 
though his mind’s eye was with his own image, there appears 
to have been scarcely a moment when he was not acutely 
conscious of the impression he was making on others. 

“How I wish I wasnH a reformer, Oh, Senator!” he wrote 
to Chauncey Depew when he was Governor of New York, 
“But I suppose I must live up to my part, like the Negro 
minstrel who blacked himself all over.” 

Living up to his part as a reformer, he showed an equal 
brilliance in other roles. The Rough Rider could turn quickly 
into a naturalist: the big game hunter could shed his soiled 
garments and put on the academic weeds of a professor of 
history: the passionate advocate of muscularity could take 
his ease and discourse on art and belle lettres. And all the 
kaleidoscopic changes were made without apparent effort: 
each part was played with enough authority to convince the 
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paying customers. ‘'No other President of the United States”, 
one admirer sums up, “ever put on such a corking good show. 

With this it is easy to agree. The first American repre- 
sentative of Twentieth Century personalism in government, 
the first President of the United States openly to propose a 
more equitable distribution of wealth, Rooesvelt was also the 
first exponent of Twentieth Century Barnumism in American 
politics. His understanding and appreciation of showmanship 
was almost as marked as that of the Great Educator. To his 
histrionic inclinations — ^the childlike love of dressing up in 
fancy clothes, the delight in presenting himself to admiring 
throngs, the joy of hearing his own words — ^he grafted a 
talent for press-agentry that enabled him to stamp his initials 
like a rancher’s brand on the maverick hide of his time. 

Under the influence of the four great founding fathers of 
modern journalism, Pulitzer and Hearst, Scripps and Bennett 
(all of whom had profited by the lessons of Barnum), the 
press had taken on a new and powerful importance as the 
prime instrument of mass educadon, a position later to be 
challenged only by the motion-picture and radio, and Roose- 
velt was not long in discovering the truth of the newspaper- 
man’s maxim that the only politician who does not need 
publicity is a dead politician. Reporters were never left 
without copy. If there was no news, Roosevelt “made” news 
— preaching the gospel of simplified spelling, inviting Booker 
T. Washington to lunch, delivering himself of opinions on 
birth-control, divorce, the “full baby-carriage”, the diet of 
blackbirds and the private life of Maxim Gorky. “The White 
House”, he exclaimed, “is a bully pulpitl” 

Having created a character, he knew how to live up to it 
— ^when to put on his cowboy clothes, when to wear his 
Rough Rider suit; when to bellow, when to grin. The voyage 
of the American fleet around the world, the search for the 
River of Doubt in South America, the hunting trips in Africa 
— ^he understood the publicity value of them all. More im- 
portant than that, however, in a manner that would have 
compelled the admiration of the Great Educator, he knew 

173 



Theodore Roosevelt feels fit as a Bull Moose 

how to exploit them so that his own name always managed 
to come first. 

But his greatest performance, the role he played regularly 
for twenty years in all the corners of the globe, was that of 
the high priest of the strenuous life. The English knew of 
it, the Germans, the French and the Italians, the South 
Americans and the Japanese. Into it went all his imagination, 
all his aggressiveness, all his dramatic technique. He was 
always to look back on the day of his initial performance, 
when first he broke through the crust of relative obscurity 
and became the Hero of San Juan Hill, as the ‘‘greatest 
moment of my life”. And that it was he, rather than Admiral 
George Dewey, who finally emerged as the first hero of the 
Spanish-American War is as much a tribute to his genius as 
a showman as to his personal bravery. 

The Presidency, in 1900, seemed ready to drop into Admiral 
Dewey’s lap. “There has been no hero so popular, no idol 
so worshipped, since General Grant received the surrender 
of Lee’s army at Appomattox”, editorialized The Nation of 
him. Within a short time after his return to America, how- 
ever, thanks to his incredible self-contentment and political 
stupidity, the green shoots of his career withered and died 
under a hot blaze of criticism and satirical jeers. 

The younger Roosevelt, stumping New York state as a 
candidate for Governor, was considerably wiser. His military 
reputation had preceded him. The whole nation knew how 
he led the attack at Kettle Hill (which he handsomely 
christened the “San Juan Charge”) and how, under a hail of 
bullets, he sat on his mount with a blue polka-dot handker- 
chief flying from his sombrero, crying to his men; 

“Are you afraid to stand up when I am on horseback?” 

It was on Kettle Hill that the strenuous life was given its 
first public performance and, as a candidate for Governor, 
Roosevelt apparently thought it well to recreate as much of 
the original atmosphere as possible. He wore the same 
sombrero, the same clothes, the same bandana. On his special 
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train were seven Rough Riders in uniform, and before each 
speech a bugler appeared on the rear platform to sound the 
cavalry charge. Not until then did the hero appear. 

“You have heard the trumpet that sounded to bring you 
here”, he began, after the cheering was over. ‘I have heard it 
tear the tropic dawn when it summoned us to fight at Santiago.” 

There would be other demonstrations of Barnumism in 
politics, both at home and abroad, more elaborate, more 
contrived, but here the method was discovered, here the 
technique described in full. The voice of the trumpet that 
tore the dawn at Santiago would go drifting along the years, 
repeated by other trumpets that heralded the appearance of 
more synthetic heroes in Berlin and in Rome, and, at home, 
echoes by the less glamorous but more native music of a hill- 
billy band, ridden by raucous voices offering to pass the 
biscuits and share the wealth. 

And if Roosevelt’s endless proselyting of the strenuous 
life, the celebration of energy born of the conflict between 
an originally weakling body and the aggressive impetus of a 
swollen will, would eventually cause Georges Sorel and 
others to call attention to the likeness between his ideas and 
those of Nietzche, and see him as representative of the im- 
perial conqueror, the man on horseback, here again he was 
but a foreshadowing of the shape of things to come — again 
he might say, as he said during the campaign of 19125 “After 
all, was I not a great sounding board?” 

In the end, however, for all of this, he comes to seem more 
like a figure out of fiction than of history— the last hero of 
the Age of Innocence, a frail boy with thick glasses who 
wanted to be big and strong and found, in America, the 
symbol of all he hoped to be. He ended by confusing America 
with himself, reading into the one the ambitions of the 
other, but while he never stopped celebrating himself, it is 
clear that he was also offering up a celebration of America — 
a country brave and mighty, the opposite of all the sloth 
and indii&rence and cynicism he came to abhor, unique and 
splendid among the nations of the world. Perhaps he misread 
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its character, even as he misread his own, but he never mis- 
read the measure of his own devotion. The flow of his invoca- 
tion often falls into a jingo chant, and in his dreams were 
visions of golden islands to be invested beyond the seas, but 
even his imperialism has a certain rhetorical quality: it too 
was part of the strenuous life. Finding his symbol in America, 
and America in Theodore Roosevelt, he came to regard 
himself as its only authentic spokesman — ^there are times, 
indeed, when America seems to be the frail nearsighted boy 
who wanted to be big and strong, and Roosevelt the American 
dream. He thought of himself in epic terms, and his life in 
epic proportions, but both the terms and the proportions were 
those of a boy. His greatest misfortune, like all the heroes of 
the Age of Innocence, the Horatio Alger protagonists whom 
in so many ways he closely resembled, was that he never 
quite grew up. He was the Great Boy among the presidents, 
ego-driven and wilful, and it was perhaps inevitable that he 
should come to be remembered as the Boy Scout of the White 
House — ^peering through his thick glasses at all the great 
ambitions that were ultimately to elude his grasp and blazing, 
almost unconsciously, trails that others were to follow. 

When he called himself a great sounding board, he reached 
an evaluation that can hardly be improved upon. We can 
only add that he was a greater sounding board than he knew. 
For while his legacy to the American inheritance consists of 
little more than a few phrases and the legend of his personality, 
the lines of his life are like isobars and isotherms that trace 
much of the American weather to come. There would be 
more striking evidences of personalism in government, more 
lavish exhibitions of political Barnumism, a more emphatic 
effort in the progressive direction. In each instance, however, 
it was he who broke the ground and showed the way. And 
as the century neared its half-way mark, and the various 
questions he raised stiU awaited their answers, he would come 
to take on a larger stature than the one he actually possessed — 
standing like a portent on the threshold of a new and different 
world, casting his shadow before. 
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HUEY P. LONG; KINGFISH 
The American as Demagogue 


HUEY PIERCE LONG 

1893: Born 20th August, Winnjield, Louisiana, the son of Huey 
Pierce and Caledonia Tilson Long. 

1913: Married Rose McConnell. 

1915: Admitted to the Louisiana har, 

1921: Member of the Louisiana Public Service Commission. 

1924: Unsuccesful candidate for Governorship of Louisiana. 

1928: Elected Governor. 

I 93 i“" 5 * Member of the United States Senate. 

^ 935 * September, after being shot by an assassin. 
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THE AMERICAN AS DEMAGOGUE 


D uring the years when Huey Pierce Long of Louisiana 
was making his bid for power, presiding over the 
political arena of his state in a way that reminded 
many people of Nero lording it over a Roman circus, John 
Applegate looked upon him with a certain amount of amuse- 
ment. He liked to tell the customers who came into his drug- 
store that they, at any rate, knew better than to elect such a 
man to the United States Senate, and then, since some 
explanation for Long’s career seemed necessary, put it down 
to the strange habit Southerners seemed to have of raising all 
sorts of queer people to high office — a sectional failing, inter- 
esting but disconcerting, like their fondness for cock-fighting 
and casual flirtation. 

Much as he pretended to be scornful of Long, however, 
John Applegate never failed to read about him in the news- 
papers or missed a chance to listen to him over the radio. 
There was a time, moreover, during the depths of the Great 
Depression, when he even considered joining one of Long’s 
'^Share Our Wealth” Clubs — a loosely-knit fraternity which 
lost nothing to join (‘To keep it a poor man’s movement”. 
Long explained) and whose members numbered, according 
to the expansiveness of the founder’s mood, anywhere from 
five to nine million souls. 

Now, while John Applegate may be regarded as a political 
innocent, he is nobody’s fool. He knew, just as did all the 
millions of persons who were part of the Share Our Wealth 
movement, that Long, who hoped and fully expected to be 
president, proposed to jettison the democratic framework 
and establish a system which, no matter what its surface 
disguise, would be a totalitarian state not altogether unlike 
the corporate state Mussolini had built up in Italy. For what- 
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ever his other failings. Long was never dishonest as to his 
ideas and theories of government — ^though, in strict accuracy, 
to call them ideas and theories credits them with a greater 
intellectual content than they actually had. 

Most of the explanations so far attempted of Long’s career 
fall into the category of explanation by epithet. He has been 
called a clown, a paranoiac, a superman, a fsacist. Harnett 
Kane’s documentary account of his rise and fall, Louisiana 
Hayride^ reveals him as an unscrupulous demagogue with no 
larger equipment than a mania for power, and in the fiction 
he may be said to have indirectly inspired, such as John Dos 
Passos’s Number One and Hamilton Basso’s Sun In Capricorn^ 
there is the same explanation in terms of demagogery and 
inflamed ambition. Both were present, and to a high degree, 
but the phenomenon of the Kingfish, as he liked to style him- 
self, involved much more than that. 

Long has been most frequently described as a product of 
the depresson: a forceful rabble-rouser who captured the 
imaginations of millions of persons bewildered and desperate 
after years of bewilderment and misery. But this may be said, 
with equal truth, of a number of other persons who found a 
brief prominence during the depression years. The explan- 
ation is too convenient to be adequate. Long was the product 
of many different forces, and various tendencies converged in 
him, but his career largely depended, not so much upon the 
crash of 1929, which marked the end of one era, as upon 
Grant’s hammering in Virginia and Sherman’s march through 
Georgia, which brought about the downfall of another. The 
dialectic of John Calhoun sent forth great armies to do his 
bidding, and out of their defeat, and the ashes of the old 
plantation South, came a new and different society. One of 
the products of that society, perhaps an inevitable product, 
was Huey Long. 

To compare John Calhoun and Huey Long is to make 
comparison more ridiculous than it generally is; even their 
names, standing together, manage to look absurd. Yet even as 
Calhoun proposed to alter the framework of democracy, 
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denying its basic principles and speaking in terms that fore- 
shadowed the creation of modern feudalism, so was Long to 
propose a complete jettisoning of the democratic system and 
bring to the language of totalitarianism, hitherto foreign in 
its accent, a rhytlim and emphasis unmistakably American. 
The myth that holds Abraham Lincoln to have been an 
illegitimate son of John Calhoun takes on a greater credit- 
ability when applied to Huey Long. The gaimt spokesman 
of plantation aristocracy would have detested the uncouth 
hill-billy from Winn parish, but, if he held to his logic, he 
could not have denied him as one of his offspring. 

The pattern of society in the South before the Civil War is 
most conveniendy thought of as a pyramid. The foundation 
of the structure, upon which its security and permanence 
depended, was the dark base of the slaves. At its apex, repre- 
senting only a small fraction of the population, were the aristo- 
crats, the landed overlords whose sons and daughters imparted 
to ante-bellum society those romantic and feudal character- 
istics which lend the popular conception of the old plantation 
its ideal colouring. Between the masters and the slaves, com- 
posing the bulk of the white citizenry, was the middle class — 
the forgotten men and women of the Old South. 

This class, containing roughly all those persons who did not 
fall within the aristocratic category, was composed principally 
of small farmers who, because of the economic caste system, 
had been driven to those parts of the various Southern States 
where the land was too poor to be cultivated by the plantation 
owners. Out of touch with even provincial centres of civiliza- 
tion, isolated in the hollows and the hills, they led lives of 
varying degrees of hardship. They were ignorant and super- 
stitious. Their houses, not infrequently, were mud-plastered 
shacks that served as both home and stable. Pellagra, hook- 
worm, and malaria were common diseases. Their women 
were broken at thirty and, to the horror of more than one 
traveller, their children often ate clay. They had little or one 
voice in the affairs of government. To hold office, because of 
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the property requirements prevailing in many sections, was 
practically impossible. Admittance to the professions was 
equally diflScult. They could not, because of the slaves and 
the odium attached to manual work, even hire themselves 
out as labourers without losing such caste as they had. 

Nor were those a litde higher in the social and economic 
scale much better off. Poverty, illiteracy, and a curious 
resentment toward learning were widespread — a resentment 
that makes the New England emphasis upon education, one 
of the happier by-products of Puritanism, the more striking 
by contrast. Sidney Andrews, a Bostonian travelling through 
the South in the late ’50’s, wrote in his notebook: 

Tn the important town of Charlotte, North Carolina, I 
found a white man who owned the comfortable house in 
which he lived, who had a wife and three children, and yet 
had never taken a newspaper in his life. He thought they 
were handy for wrapping purposes, but he couldn’t see why 
anybody wanted to bother with the reading of them. He knew 
some folks spent money for them, but he also knew ‘‘a-many” 
a house where none had even been seen. I also met several 
persons — ^whites, and not of the clay-eater class either — ^who 
had never been inside a schoolhouse and who didn’t mean to 
’low their children to go inside one. . . . 

Tn the upper part of South Carolina I stopped one night 
at the house of a moderately well-to-do farmer who had never 
owned any book but a Testament, and that was given to 
him. When I expressed some surprise at this fact, he assured 
me that he was as well off as some other people thereabouts 

‘Between Augusta and Milledgeville, I rode in a stage- 
coach in which were two of the delegates of the Georgia 
Convention. When I said that I hoped the day would soon 
come in which schoolhouses would be as numerous in Georgia 
as in Massachusetts, one of them answered, “Well, I hope it’ll 
never come; popular education is all a damn humbug, in my 
opinion”; whereupon the other responded, “That’s my 
opinion too’”. 

Andrews, obviously something of an intellectual snob and 
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not overly gifted with tact, was a fairly accurate reporter* Eds 
observations are all substantiated by the accounts of many 
other travellers, each of whom returned to his own people 
with a feeling of amazement at the ignorance of poor white 
Southerners and a consoling sense of superiority. It was these 
same poor white Southerners, however, men who did not read 
newspapers and were indifferent to education, who made up 
the great bulk of the armies of the Confederacy, including 
the Army of Virginia. 

The letters they sent back home are letters such as men send 
home from every war. As one reads them, however, the hand- 
writing laboured and the words misspelled, it sometimes seems 
that in fighting the battles of the plantation ilitey those who 
wrote them were fighting against their own advancement. 
The Civil War, as has been many times observed, did not 
altogether free the Negro. But it did free the Southern middle 
class. 


n 

What happened in the South after the Civil War, the dis- 
integration of a society, is best indicated by a simple statement 
of figTires. In i860, in the state of Georgia, there were twenty- 
one thousand registered landowners. Ten years later, in 
1870, the number of property holders had increased to fifty- 
three thousand, and the size of the average farm had fallen 
from 488 to *2123 acres. What happened in Georgia happened 
in all the other Southern States. The large plantations, unable 
to be operated because of the breakdown of the plantation 
economy and the disorganized labour situation, soon fell to 
pieces. The hill-farmers acquired larger and more fertile 
tracts of land. Not dependent upon slave labour, used to a 
grilling routine of hard work, they were able to operate their 
newly acquired holdings at a profit. The war was followed, 
because of the breakdown of the plantation economy and a 
consequent reduction of acreage, by a substantial rise in 
cotton prices. This rise continued for several years. The 
newly liberated middle class began to reach out, cautiously 
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at first, then more boldly, for some of the advantages and 
privileges formerly reserved for the plantation elect. 

A new mercantile class also came into being. Formerly, on 
the all-sufficient plantations, the commissary had been the 
source of distribution for all the food, clothing and other sup- 
plies needed by the community. There were shops and 
markets in the cities, but in the rural districts, at some dusty 
cross-roads, a general store provided for most of the wants of 
the neighbourhood. After the war, however, thousands of 
persons went into shopkeeping, the classic occupation of the 
middle class. “I found Georgia full of runners from the 
North”, wrote one traveller in 1866. “They represented all 
branches of trade and generally reported that they were 
getting many orders. . . . Everybody seems to have a passion 
for keeping store and hundreds of men are going into trade 
who should go into agriculture.” 

In the face of such change, all resulting from the collapse 
of the social system John Calhoun thought could be made 
imperishable, the representatives of plantation aristocracy 
began to retreat from life. Some of them, such as Wade 
Hampton and Senator Ben Hill, attempted to follow the 
pattern of the old order, but even they were eventually forced 
to surrender. “I would not care”, wrote Admiral Raphael 
Semmes in 1869, ^ never saw a human being again.” 

And General P. G. T. Beauregard, out of work and growing 
old, said in a letter to his son, “I feel like an old pea that has 
been left to dry in its pod”. 

Slowly, year by year, the social and economic pattern of 
the South was rearranged. By 1880 the rearrangement was 
complete. The middle class, consolidating its gains, had firmly 
established its position. There was no immediate displacement, 
however, of the old aristocratic leadership. The devotion of 
the former soldiers of the Confederacy to those who led them 
in battle, along with the fear that a division among the whites 
might involve a return to Carpetbag rule, was sufficient to 
keep them loyal, at least for a time, to their traditional leaders. 
But as they continued to grow in importance as a class, as 
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group and individual ambitions grew larger, the fast dimin- 
ishing leadership of the aristocrats began to be challenged. 
Then, toward the latter part of the century, after several 
years of depression, the Southern middle class, inarticulate 
so long, found its voice. It was the voice, roaring and blas- 
phemous, of Benjamin Ryan Tillman— later to be known, 
after he declared his intention of running a pitchfork into 
^‘that old bag of fat, President Cleveland”, as Pitchfork Ben, 
the Plowboy from Edgefield. 

Even yet in Edgefield County, South Carolina, the Tillmans 
are remembered as violent men. They have become, with 
time’s passage, almost fabulous for their physical strength and 
quickness with a gun. Ben was one of four sons. Two of his 
brothers were killed in shooting scrapes and a third, a lawyer 
named George, had to flee the country after he put an end 
to argument and settled a gambling dispute with a bullet. 
He managed to escape to Nicaragua where he joined the 
famous Walker filibustering expedition, but finally was captured 
and sent back to Edgefield where he served a term in prison. 

Ben, then a gangling boy in his early teens, regularly went 
to the county jail to visit his brother; often he spent the night 
in his cell. George, who had spent two years at Harvard, was 
fond of reading and had seen the world. Often, so the fables 
say, he would read to his younger brother, booming out the 
words of Jonson, Scott, Shakespeare and Milton. “Whatever 
learning I have”, Ben was later to declare, “I got from my 
brother George.” And those evenings in the county jail, those 
candlelit sessions with the classics in the fecund silence of the 
South Carolina night, help explain the Elizabethan strain that 
runs through much of Tillman’s oratory; as when he shouted, 
addressing an aristocratic gathering in Charleston: “You are 
the most arrant set of cowards that ever drew the fresh air of 
heaven.” 

The Tillmans, despite their long American history, belonged 
definitely to the middle class. They were innkeepers, operating 
a hostelry that drew its trade from the travellers going from 
Augusta, Georgia, to Columbia, the capital of South Carolina. 
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Ben, the youngest son of the family, was bom in 1847. He 
grew to manhood in Edgefield, not far from the Long Cane 
country where John Calhoun was born, spending the larger 
part of his time, as did most of the young men of the section, 
hunting and fishing and riding his horse. At the age of seven- 
teen he suffered an injury to his eye which developed into an 
abscess of the socket. The infection spread and the youth, 
running a high fever, was expected to die. A Confederate 
army officer, however, stopping at the Tillman inn on his 
way to the front, removed the eyeball and lanced the abscess. 
Ben’s life was saved but it took him two years to recover from 
the operation. 

After the war, in which he did not see service, Tillman 
moved to a four-hundred-acre farm purchased by his mother 
when she sold the inn. From that time until 1886 he lived the 
uneventful life of a Southern dirt farmer. In the beginning, 
carried along by the rise in cotton prices, he prospered. But 
then came the panic of 1873, severest the country 

has ever known, and, in the wake of the panic, a period of 
depression, crop failures and drought. The farmers, sinking 
farther and farther into debt, their farms mortgaged and their 
savings swept away, began to grow sullen and rebellious 
against the still dominant aristocratic leadership of the state. 
Tillman, who had become interested in politics several years 
before, sensed their temper and in 1890 decided to run for 
Governor of South Carolina. The first stirrings of Populism 
were in the air, though the Populists would not form their 
People’s Party until the Omaha convention of 1892, and Till- 
man would later come roughly to represent the Southern 
reflection of the movement. His first campaign, however, was 
based on a single issue: “Turn the Aristocrats Out.” 

“Say, you men who own the soil,” he cried, “how do you 
like diis wet-nursing, this patronizing, this insufferable 
insolence? How do you like being ruled by imbeciles and 
Bourbons? The State is in the hands of drones and vagabonds, 
aristocrats and lawyers in the pay of high finance. This state 
of afFzdrs leads straight to heU.” 
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Politics in the South have always been taken like a mixture 
of gin and moonshine corn, but Tillman’s first race for 
Governor was one of the bitterest and most acrimonious 
struggles the section had ever seen. The Charleston News and 
Coutier called him ‘‘the leader of a people who carry pistols 
in their pockets, expectorate on the floor, have no tooth- 
brushes, and comb their hair with their fingers”. His enemies 
said he was an agricultural Moses and a slacker— a charge 
that always sent him into rages of howling fury. He poured 
out all the invective at his command, classical and colloquial. 
And the rebellious middle class, hearing him say all the things 
they wanted to say, finding a reflection of their psychology in 
his, flocked to his support. He was elected by an overwhelming 
majority. 

In his inaugural address, Tillman called his election a 
revolution, “Democracy, the rule of the people, had won”, 
he said. “It has achieved a victory unparalleled in import- 
ance, and those who watched the abject surrender of our 
statesmen to the power of corporate money and class interests 
— all such must sing out with joyful hearts.” 

After two terms as Governor, during which a few minor 
reforms were effected, including the limitation of hours of 
labour in cotton-mills to sixty-six hours a week, Tillman was 
sent to the United States Senate. It was during his senatorial 
campaign that he threatened the person of President Cleveland 
and gained the name by which he is popularly remembered. 
As a Senator, an office he retained until his death, he became 
almost unrecognizably docile. Sometimes he roared, as in his 
earlier days, but in time even the roaring ceased. There is the 
temptation to believe he was investigating his own psychology 
when, after a drink in the fashionable Columbia Club, he 
remarked sarcastically, “It’s a monstrous nice place. No 
wonder the cornbread and bacon fellows like it”. 

He died in July, 1918. The time was again a time of war 
and the newspapers had little room for him. He was an old 
man, and his battles were all behind him, and he belonged to 
an almost forgotten time. He had a larger importance, how- 
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ever, than has ever been understood. A minor figure, a pro- 
vincial, he none the less introduced a new type into American 
politics — ^the evangelical demagogue— and marked the begin- 
ning of a wave that has not yet passed its crest. On the top 
of that wave, the perfection of the type he brought into being, 
rode Huey Long. 


in 

If Huey Long’s influence had not extended beyond the 
boundaries of Louisiana, and if he had not there established 
a quasi-dictatorial regime, he would have no more claim to 
our attention than a host of other minor American politicians. 
His importance to John Applegate lies in the bid he made for 
national power, of enormous boldness and daring, and, more 
specifically, in the nature of that bid. Merely to say that he 
was a demagogue is to say nothing more incisive than that he 
made use of certain methods and tactics that are as old as 
recorded political history. As Mosca points out in The Ruling 
Class^ the technique used by those who wish to exploit the 
sympathy of the masses has always been the same. It con- 
sists of pointing out, with proper distortion, the selfishness, 
stupidity, and material enjoyments of the rich and powerful, 
coupled with a promise to satisfy that common and rough-hewn 
sense of justice which would like to see a fairly general and 
more equitable distribution of both pleasure and pain. 

The statement that Huey Long was a demogogue, then, 
tells us nothing. What was the nature of his demagogery and 
what was he saying that had never been said in America 
before? These are the questions that contain the nature of his 
importance to John Applegate. 

The programme that Long most depended upon, as every- 
one knows, was his Share The Wealth plan. A jerry-built 
structure of constantly changing design, it none the less had a 
fairly well-drawn blueprint. It proposed, as a first step, to 
liquidate all fortunes of more than four million dollars. Those 
who possessed such fortunes would be required, not to sell their 
holdings, but to transfer ownership to the United States 
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Treasury, thus returning to the national coffers, according 
to Long’s arithmetic, some one hundred seventy billion 
dollars. The plan then proposed (with considerable vagueness 
as to how it would be accomplished) to give every family in 
the Ignited States a home, an automobile, and a radio; repre- 
senting an approximate value of five thousand dollars. To do 
this. Long held, it would be necessary to spend about one 
hundred billion dollars. Beyond this, the plan proposed a 
minimum wage intended to give each family a cash income 
of not less than twenty-five hundred dollars a year, the guar- 
antee of a college education to every child in the country, 
and the pensioning of ail citizens when they reached the age 
of sixty-five. 

This, stripped to its essentials, was Long’s Share Our 
Wealth Plan — his presidential platform. That it was full of 
holes, and that its planks would make a leaky ship of state, 
needs no further stressing. Nor does the fact that Long was 
an economic ignoramus, thinking of the nation’s wealth as so 
many poker chips which were to be piled on the table and 
redistributed among the players. All this, however, for our 
purposes, is relatively unimportant. What has to be stressed 
is the simplicity of the plan, its sweeping disregard of all the 
enormous problems whose terms are too difficult and com- 
plicated for John Applegate to understand. To be a dema- 
gogue, according to Aristotle, is to be one who flatters the 
people as the sycophant flatters the tyrant. It is to speak in 
the language of emotion, appealing to passion and prejudice, 
and, in making that appeal, not to mistake the masses for a 
learned academy. Long’s Share Our Wealth Plan may 
insult the professional economic intelligence. It did not, 
however, insult the intelligence of the ten million voters whose 
support, according to general political estimate, he could have 
depended upon had he run for the Presidency. 

How many other voters he might have attracted will never 
be known: his assassination in 1935 put the question beyond 
the test. But this, too, is unimportant. The fact remains 
that, in supporting Long, these millions were responding to a 
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new and entirely different appeal — ^never before in American 
history had they been so plainly asked to jettison the demo- 
cratic system and consent to the erection of a totalitarian 
society in its place. 

Long’s Share Our Wealth plan, in itself, was not new to 
America. It contained a good measure of old-time Populism, 
and the need for bringing about a more adequate distribution 
of the national wealth had been forcefully stated by Theodore 
Roosevelt. But not even Roosevelt, with his gift of showman- 
ship, had been able to simplify and dramatize it as did Long. 
He represents the high peak of Barnumism in American 
politics. Having conceived a programme, he went out to 
‘"sell” it, to “dramatize its appeal”, to give it a new package 
and label. It may even be suspected that he played the clown 
for publicity reasons, agreeing with the Great Educator, 
whose star pupil he was, that any kind of advertising, even 
when it calls you a humbug, is good advertising. 

The essential facts of Long’s life may be briefly stated. He 
was bom in a four-room log house in an upstate Louisiana 
parish in 1893. He was a book peddler, soap salesman, furni- 
ture salesman, patent-medicine salesman, and a cooking- 
contest organizer for the manufacturer of a lard substitute. He 
studied for a time at the University of Oklahoma and Tulane, 
passing his bar examinations with high honours and becoming 
a lawyer at twenty-one. Elected four years later to the 
Louisiana Public Service Commission,' he was defeated for 
governor in 1924 when he was caught between a Klan and a 
Catholic candidate. In 1928 he was elected Governor and, 
before the expiration of his term, named to the Senate in 1930. 

When he took ofHce there was a widespread anticipation 
of an unusual and conventional regime, but such anticipations 
were in no way commensurate with reality. What Long did, 
in effect, was to walk into the Governor’s ofEce, put his feet 
on the desk, and spit tobacco juice on the walls. The office of 
Governor until that time had always been considered one 
of importance, to be accorded at least a show of outward 
respect, and the antics of the Kingfish (a title borrowed, 
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despite all the fables undertaken to explain it, from a popular 
blackface radio programme of the time) left the people of 
Louisiana stunned and aghast. Nor did Long give them time 
to recover. He applied shock after shock, adding confound- 
ment to confusion, until they, like his political opponents, 
were reduced to a slate of impotent rage and the rest of the 
country was laughing its head off. 

There was not a tradition or a ceremony he did not violate. 
He conducted the affairs of state from a bed in his hotel 
room. He engaged in brawls and fist-fights. He had reporters 
thrown from his presence. He surrounded himself with armed 
bodyguards and turned the State National Guard into a 
private army of storm-troopers. He created an international 
incident by receiving in a pair of green pajamas the Com- 
mander of a German battleship, and was showered with 
pyjamas from admirers all over the country. He turned the 
state legislature into a subservient body obedient only to his 
will. He drove his opponents from office, using “ripper” 
legislation when necessary, and filled the vacancies with hand- 
picked servants. 

Throughout his term of office, however, Long did not 
neglect his constituents. He caused a network of improved 
roads and bridges to be built, free textbooks and school buses 
were provided for children, utility rates were cut, the poll 
tax was abolished. Even his bitterest enemies had to admit 
that, despite his totalitarian methods, Long had materially 
helped the poor whites and Negroes in their struggle against 
ignorance and poverty — ^recalling the similar admission 
forced from the enemies of Mussolini during the earlier years 
of his regime when he was devoting himself to what was public- 
ized as the internal improvement of Italy. 

By the time Long entered the United States Senate in 1930, 
at the end of the first year of the Depression, he had attracted 
national attention. No sooner had he taken his scat than he 
began to work out his economic programme for the country, 
“I had been in the United States Senate only a few days”, he 
said, “when I began my effort to make the battle for a dis- 
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tribution of wealth among all the people.” In just a few 
months, with almost superhuman energy, he was preaching 
his new and revolutionary gospel. 

“A leader”, he said, “gets up a programme and then he goes 
out and explains it, patiently and more patiently, until the 
masses get it. He asks for a mandate, and they give it to him, 
and he goes ahead with his programme in spite of hell and high 
water. He doesn’t tolerate no opposition from the old-gang 
politicians, the legislatures, the courts, the corporations, or 
nobody.” 

The technique implied here, of course, is the familiar one 
described by Machiavelli — ^that of gaining power and then 
using it to destroy or nullify all possible opposition. That this 
was Long’s intention is plain. It was his expectation, openly 
expressed, to remain as President for sixteen years. During 
this time, as he saw it, the power of Congress and the Supreme 
Court would be emasculated and all authority, civil and 
military, taken into his hands. He also predicted that both 
major political parties would disappear and that, in their 
place, would arise a new mass party with himself as leader. 

There arises, automatically, the question as to how much 
Long borrowed from the authoritarian doctrine of Mussolini 
and Hitler — ^the former already entrenched in power when 
Long was coming to prominence, the latter still building up 
his National Socialist party that was not to gain control of 
Germany until several years later. Here no positive answer is 
possible. Long was not without a certain intellectual curiosity, 
and had a wide though superficial knowledge of that part 
of the world’s literature known as the classics, but that he 
was familiar with any of the writings of the two European 
dictators is highly improbable. He had no knowledge either 
of German or Italian, and neither Mussolini’s I Discorsi della 
Rivoluzione or Hitler’s Mein Kampf had yet been translated; 
beyond that, he had no real interest in any kind of specu- 
lative thought, except in relation to the law. The methods 
and practices of Mussolini and Hitler were certainly known 
to him, however, and it would seem to follow that if he was 
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influenced by them, as he unquestionably was, it was by their 
example rather than by a knowledge of their philosophy. 

What he was saying, of course, more indirectly and in 
different terms, was what these dictators were also saying — 
that democracy had had its day and that a highly centralized 
state, directed and controlled by an all powerful leader, must 
supplant the American system in order to solve the problems 
of the modern industrial state There was, however, an im- 
portant and profound difference. Whereas Hitler and Musso- 
lini were advocating a programme whose European inferences 
were too alien for John Applegate to understand. Long was 
talking his own native tongue. His was the only dialectic ever 
to be forged out of Joe Miller’s joke-book and Biblical mis- 
quotations. Those who listened needed no knowledge of 
Marx or Spengler. It was simply a matter of dividing the 
national wealth as the ancient Hebrews had divided land 
and cattle. The two books he left as part of his legacy, his 
autobiography. Every Man A King^ and his posthumously 
published My First Days In The White House , a kind of Alice in 
Wonderland account of what would happen when he came 
to the Presidency, are almost pathetic in their crudity. But 
as the first body of modern American totalitarian thought 
derived entirely from native life and experience they have 
considerable value. 

These two books, which were really intended as political 
pamphlets, first of all confirm the fact that revolutionary or 
demagogic appeals can be made to serve the purposes of the 
right as well as the left. The political argument put forward, 
in hill-billy terms, is essentially the same argument brought 
forth by Hitler in Mein Kampf and Mussolini in I Discorsi della 
Rivoluzione, Entrenched privilege and greed, standing in the 
way of the masses, must be destroyed. But while Hitler’s 
bible is confused with twisted borrowings from Fichte, Hegel, 
Treitschke, Nietzsche and others, and Mussolini’s inflamed 
hymn to Latinity full of echoes of Lenin, Pareto and Sorel, 
the gaunt life-story told by Long is as bleached of philoso- 
phical pretence a$ a skeleton’s skull. All it contains, other 
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than the story of his own life which is made to fit the familiar 
Horatio Alger pattern, is the collection of Joe Miller jests 
and Biblical distortions already mentioned, and a final 
promise to look after the material requirements of those willing 
to exchange political freedom for economic security — a swap, 
as much recent history has demonstrated, that men and 
women and sometimes willing to make. 

The tragedy of Huey Long, for he was a tragic rather than a 
comic figure, was that it lay within his ability to be a great 
democrat. His feeling for the common people was as genuine 
as affected, and there can be no doubt of his enormous follow- 
ing. At first glance it may seem that he, too, was champion- 
ing the people against the elect, as when in the Senate he 
defied the House of Morgan, but in reality, like all those of 
the authoritarian creed, he was proposing the creation of a 
new ruling elite composed of those who would centre about 
him had his ambitions been fulfilled. 

It is interesting to see how he tried to square his general 
doctrine with that of the Declaration of Independence. In 
that passage of My First Days In The White House where he 
anticipates his inauguration as President, he writes, ‘T laid 
aside my prepared speech and closed my inaugural address 
with these words: 

T promise that children shall not come into this life bur- 
dened with debt, but on the contrary, shall inherit the right 
to life, liberty and such education and training as qualifies 
them and equips them to take their proper rank in the pursu- 
ance of the occupation and vocation wherein they are worth 
most to themselves and to this country.’ 

Just as it is not enough to cry demagogue, so is it not 
enough to laugh aloud. For howsoever crude Long’s thought 
may strike the intellectually sensitive, it did not seem crude 
to the depression-ridden millions who found in it a fair re- 
flection of their most immediate hopes and dreams. In a 
period when all values had been corroded or swept aside, 
after the long derision of the 1920’s characterized by a mind- 
less cynicism that denied every value simply because it was 
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a value, when everything that had happened in America was 
laughed at for no other reason than that it had happened, 
when the promise of American life seemed to have turned into 
the promise of the breadlines, it was inevitable that Huey 
Long should emerge as the most revolutionary leader of the 
masses. For what he did, in a time of want and misery, was 
no more than to strip the American philosophy of moral 
materialism of its last vestige of morality and preach the gospel 
of comfort which, in the last analysis, would seem to be what 
had come to be accepted as the American ideal. To want, 
and want, and want again — ever since the Civil War this had 
been the principal lesson of the American’s education. The 
ideal reflected by the political slogans of each era — ^the full 
dinner pail, ‘‘normalcy”, a chicken in every pot — ^was always 
the ideal of comfort. How American, then, how native in root 
and branch, was Long’s programme of sharing the wealth. A 
home, an automobile, a radio, twenty-five hundred dollars in 
cash each year — ^what more could the human animal desire? 

It would be too much to expect of John Applegate, especi- 
ally during the years of the Depression, to question the validity 
of this ideal — ^not only because he holds to it, and has been 
educated to believe in it, but also because the general misery 
of the Depression blocked his chance of understanding 
(relatively slight under the best of circumstances) that the 
ideal of comfort, in the end, offers no larger inspiration than 
Barnum’s ideal of money-getting or the ideal of millionaire- 
dom. Man must have goods in order to live, and will go 
to extreme limits to get them, but if goods and comfort are 
all he wants, goods and comfort and nothing else, he can 
never have enough — as two cars in every garage are better 
than one, so are four better than two: it goes back to the old 
progression, “Pigs for more pigs for more pigs”. Man, as an 
animal, knows animal hunger. Biit to say, as did Long, that 
this is his only hunger, is to ignore and deny those rational and 
spiritual attributes which are presumed to set him apart as a 
species from the other animals. It is to deny, ultimately, 
because of his animal hunger, that he is human at all. 
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This was the denial^ which lies at the heart of all the totali- 
tarian creeds, of Huey Long — 3 . denial to which he added a 
specific warning. Out of all the words he uttreed there was 
but one sentence of truly penetrating insight. ‘'When the 
United States gets fascism”, he said, “it will call it anti- 
fascism.” It was a cynical remark, and the cynical were 
amused, but it was full of hidden meaning. For what he was 
saying, again as if he were a careful student of Machiavelli, 
was that even the most audacious despot must beware of 
shocking the sentiments, convictions or prejudices of a people, 
and that when and if fascism comes to America, it must find 
its expression in native American terms — ^such terms as he 
himself set out to forge. 

There are Americans far more notable than the Kingfish 
from Louisiana. The historian of the future may probably 
find it unnecessary to give him more than a footnote — ^possibly 
dismissing him by saying he wanted to be dictator because 
he could not immediately be President. Few of John Apple- 
gate’s countrymen, however, have given him more to 
remember. 




lO 

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT 
The American and the Revolution 


FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT 

1882: Born ^oth January^ Hyde Park^ Mew Tork^ the son of James 
and Sarah Delano Roosevelt 
1904: Graduated from Harvard University, 

1905: Married Anna Eleanor Roosevelt, 

igoy: Graduated from the Law School of Columbia University, 

1910: Elected to the Senate of the State of Mew York, 

1913: Assistant Secretary of the Mavy. 

1920: Democratic nominee for Vice-President 
1929-33: Governor of the State of Mew York, 

1933: President of the United States. 

1936: Re-elected, 

1940: Re-elected for a third term. 
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THE AMERICAN AND THE REVOLUTION 


T he essayist, presuming to write of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt at a time when he is still President of the 
United Stales, will do well not to fall into the mistake 
of confusing himself with posterity. He will remember 
that the path of any man’s life is suggestive of the path of 
the electron, whose direction cannot yet be foretold in 
advance, and he will also remember the mordant Spanish 
proverb which holds that it is impossible to weigh the good 
or the evil that is in a man until he is safely dead. He will 
keep in mind, also, the fact that history is a thing in flux, 
shifting and uncertain, and that, as Machiavelli wrote, the 
present always seems less heroic than the past. He will, in 
short, render unto posterity that which concerns posterity 
and not take it upon himself to be a prophet. 

There are, in addition, certain practical difficulties to over- 
come. The lime is one of mass publicity, when the methods 
of P. T. Barnum are being applied throughout the world, and, 
as is always the case with a President, the various mechan- 
isms of celebration and defamation are forever at work. A 
President is the leader of a political party. It is important to 
that party, which has an economic stake in the matter, that 
he be presented in the best possible light. It is no less im- 
portant to the party of the opposition, which also has an 
economic stake in the matter, that he be made to appear inept 
and incompetent, if not a downright danger. Few men in 
public life have been criticized more harshly than George 
Washington. JefTerson, ‘The People’s Friend” to those who 
followed him, was castigated by the Federalists as a wanton 
revolutionary who, among other things: 

retires to lash his slaves at home; 

Or woOf perhaps^ some black Aspasia^s charms, 

And dream of freedom in his bondmaid^s arms, 
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So it has been in politics: so will it be always. Franklin 
Roosevelt’s reputation as the “most hated” man ever to sit in 
the White House is merely another reminder that slander 
and calumny are the two most tireless handmaidens of politics, 
endlessly spinning, always at work. The very hatred Roosevelt 
has aroused, however, will be useful to the future historian as a 
gauge of his importance. Only the most innocuous among 
the Presidents, such as Calvin Goolidge, the latterday Puritan 
who presided over the Babylon of the Boom Age, give no 
offence. Posterity, if only because of the hatred he has called 
forth, will know Franklin Roosevelt as one of the foremost 
American Presidents. And the future student of history, 
thumbing the record of a troubled time, will also find evi- 
dence of a great warmth of affection — hatred alone does 
not elevate a man to the presidency for a series of successive 
terms. 

John Applegate, who calls himself an independent Repub- 
lican, voted for Roosevelt in 1932 and again in 1936. In 1940 
he voted for Wendell Willkie, a man who came to rather 
simple discoveries fairly late in Hfe, such as that the world is 
a relatively small place after all, but whose very innocence 
in the matter enabled him to preach them with winning 
energy and gusto. It was but a little more than a year after 
he cast this vote, however, when John Applegate began to feel 
•thankful that he had been on the losing side. Certain values 
change with circumstance and the bombs that dropped on 
Pearl Harbour on 7th December, 1941, bringing home to the 
American for the first time “the lines of a new concentration” 
Henry Adams had so clearly discerned in the Spanish- 
American War, brought also an enormous change in values 
to John Applegate. From feeling a little disgruntled with 
President Roosevelt for having gotten into the White House 
for a third term, he began to feel, instead, that in a time of 
extreme crisis, he was the best man for the job. The confirmed 
opponents of President Roosevelt continued in their opposition, 
and their hatred was in no way diminished, but as far as 
John Applegate was concerned they were shouting down a 
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well. It was as much a waste of time and energy as the attempt 
made to re-elect Herbert Hoover in 1932. 

In that year, however, it cannot be said that John Apple- 
gate voted for Franklin Roosevelt: he voted, as has been 
repeatedly remarked, against Herbert Hoover. In an era of 
almost total negation, when for the first time in his history 
the American was without any real sense of purpose or direc- 
tion, he cast a negative vote. And that it was Roosevelt for 
whom he voted, rather than some other Democrat, was due 
more to the workings of party politics, and the indefatigable 
energies of a party politician named James Farley, than to 
any pronounced demonstration of exceptional ability on the 
part of Franklin Roosevelt. 

It is true that Roosevelt had been Assistant Secretary of 
the Navy in the cabinet of Woodrow Wilson, as well as the 
Democratic candidate for the vice-presidency in 1920, and 
had served two moderately distinguished terms as Governor 
of New York, but one has only to go to his public papers to 
understand that he came to the White House with ideas as 
hazy and uninformed as those of the first Roosevelt; the 
major part of his policy, during the earlier part of his first 
administration, consisting of nothing larger than the tradi- 
tional American willingness to try anything once. 

In his speech of acceptance, delivered before the Chicago 
convention, Roosevelt put forward his interpretation of 
recent American history and gave an outline of his policy. 
During the period of post-war expansion he said, “there was 
little or no drop in the prices that the consumer had to pay 
although . , . the cost of production fell very greatly; corporate 
profit resulting from this period was enormous. At the same 
time little of that profit was devoted to the reduction of prices 
[and] the consumer was forgotten”. Corporate surpluses, he 
continued, had gone “first, into new and unnecessary plants 
which now stand stark and idle; and secondly, into the call 
money of Wall Street, either directly by the corporations, or 
indirectly through the banks. Those are the facts. Why 
blink them?” In a time of crisis, he went on to say, the Re- 
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publican administration had gone to the aid of the interests 
at the top of the pyramid to the neglect of the conamon folk 
at the bottom. ‘‘And there”, he exclaimed, “we are to-day!” 

Roosevelt then proceeded to outline his remedy for the 
situation. First and foremost, government must economize. 
The Prohibition amendment must be repealed, while the 
return of the open saloon prevented. A kind of pure-stock- 
and-bond act must be enacted in order to protect the invest- 
ing public. A programme of well-planned public works, as 
self-sustaining as possible, must help reopen the avenue to 
employment. Agriculture must be aided by an easing of 
credit, and a voluntary reduction of agricultural surpluses 
made part of the general objective. “Such a plan as that, my 
friends”, said Roosevelt, “does not cost the Government any 
money, nor does it keep the Government in business or specu- 
lation.” 

The gulf that separates this programme from the accumu- 
lation of trial and error, good and bad, wisdom and folly, 
known as the New Deal is wide indeed. The manner in which 
it came to be bridged must await a later and more detailed 
telling than this. It is clear, however, that Roosevelt and his 
associates in the Democratic party held to the same inter- 
pretation of American history as did the Republicans. Both 
parties accepted the prevailing instruments of ownership 
and production as permanent. Both pledged to take the 
government out of business. Both granted the profit motive 
to be the prime motor in setting and keeping real property 
in action to produce wealth, and that a fair distribution of 
wealth would be brought about by the automatic operation 
of the price and wage mechanism in the open market. 

That both the Republicans and Democrats should have 
held this general view is not surprising. Even in 1932, despite 
the deepening of the Depression, most Americans took estab- 
lished folkways, mores, and sentiments for granted. And if 
both Republicans and Democrats betrayed a large ignorance 
of history, and a grave failure to understand that the time of 
domestic challenge to the American system had finally 
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arrived, when, as James Madison had foreseen would 
happen, the great mass of people were without property of 
any kind, only those who have never been privileged to listen 
to the unbuttoned conversation of professional politicians 
expect them to be historically informed. 

The question Is democracy possible? rarely loomed larger than 
in 1932, but neither political party seemed aware of its exist- 
ence. It was almost as if the conditions that saw the formation 
of the American ystem still prevailed. There was, moreover, 
judging from their platforms, a general belief on the part of 
both parties that American history was closed. Even the 
implication of development was denied — the fact that history 
is a thing in flux and that its only certainty is the certainty of 
change. The problem seemed to be, in large part, how to 
take a society that had always been dynamic, whose equili- 
brium had been the equilibrium of the spinning top, and 
make that society static. Both parties, it now appears, looked 
to a time when the wheel of the future would return some 
era of the past. The particular era that was to be ‘‘recovered” 
and “restored”, however, went unnamed — a matter, it would 
seem, of no particular consequence. 

All this would be of minor interest did it not involve 
Franklin Roosevelt. Having already gone beyond the limits 
we originally defined, and anticipated that posterity will 
come to regard him as one of the foremost American pre- 
sidents, the obligation of trying to determine the probable 
reasons for such a distinction cannot be avoided. We begin, 
then, with the fact that he came to the Presidency with ideas 
and theories totally different than those he would later 
espouse, that his whole campaign in 1932 was conducted 
on the basic principle of the professional politician, “Don’t 
rock the boat”, and that, called upon to head the American 
system at its moment of greatest domestic challenge, he 
seemed at best only dimly aware that such a challenge existed. 

What, specifically, was this challenge? A volume larger than 
this might be written in answer, for the whole of American 
history is involved, but at least its essentials may stated- 
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Jefferson, whom we have preferred to regard as the chief 
philosopher of American democracy, held certain fundamental 
beliefs. Perhaps the most important of these, from which most 
of the others were derived, was that it would take the country 
from five hundred to two thousand years to become settled. 
The society he foresaw, in his Notes On Virginia^ was an 
agrarian state in which each citizen would have a positive 
property stake, most generally in the form of a small plot of 
land. 

Much has been made of the fact that Jefferson, in writing 
the Declaration of Independence, substituted ‘‘the pursuit of 
happiness” for the customary “property” of John Locke. It is 
foolish to deduce from this, however, that Jefferson did not 
place a high value on property as a social stabilizer, or that the 
word in itself has any sinister or undemocratic connotations. 
Locke himself, in his Concerning Civil Government^ clearly states 
that by property he means “that property which men have 
in their persons as well as goods” — ^property, in other words, 
directly concerned with the pursuit of happiness. 

Jefferson’s theory was essentially a simple one; perhaps too 
simple for the indifferent world of fact. Democracy, he under- 
stood, cannot rely on good intentions alone: the individual 
citizen, through the possession of property, must look upon 
his welfare and that of the state as being mutually inter- 
dependent. The prime object of statecraft, in keeping with 
the theories of the French Physiocrats to whom Jefferson was 
greatly indebted and whose agrarian system seemed to fit 
American conditions perfectly, was to hold manufactures and 
commerce to an indispensable minimum. The doctrine that 
appears in Jefferson’s writings again and again is that these 
and the professions are “sterile” occupations, deriving their 
sustenance from the “extractive” industries (principally farm- 
ing) which are impoverished when the non-productive or 
“sterile” occupations are too greatly expanded. 

Even Jefferson’s belief in the people as the ultimate guard- 
ians of liberty rested on his agrarian view of the future. Fully 
aware qf the dangers of a weak govemnpient, he feared the 
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abuse of authority more. The best safeguard against such 
abuse, he concluded, was to place the control of government 
as directly as possible in the hands of the people. However 
dangerous this might be in Europe, where '‘in the hands of 
the canaille of the cities ... it would be instantly perverted to 
the demolition and destruction of everything public and 
private”, it could not help but prove highly beneficial in the 
democracy of farmers and villagers, all property owners, 
which he envisioned. 

Yet even as he was putting forth these views in the Notes 
On Virginia^ forces were already at work that would transform 
the United States from an agrarian community to the largest 
industrial society the world had ever seen. The economic 
and political developments of the next century were to 
undo nearly all that had been accomplished by the Jeffersonian 
movement, and, again with the irony of history, prove the 
essential soundness of Alexander Hamilton’s insight into the 
dynamics of the Industrial Revolution, along with the general 
correctness of his view of the future. 

But our present concern is not with Jefferson, or Alexander 
Hamilton, but with Franklin Roosevelt. By 1932 the moment 
of challenge that Jefferson had feaied, and Madison foi'eseen, 
had indisputably arrived — the nation was not a nation of in- 
dependent property-holders, each with a stake in the economic 
order, but preponderantly a nation of the propertyless. How 
might their interest, and the interest of America, be made 
reciprocal? This was the challenge and the problem. What 
answer had Franklin Roosevelt? 

To say that he was unaware of the challenge, and had no 
answer, is to strike a judgment that is better left to a later and 
more informed generation. We can only examine his addresses 
and papers of the time and report that nowhere does such an 
awareness come clearly through. The grave crisis into which 
the nation had fallen, it would seem, was due solely to a band 
of wilful men, "magnates of finance”, who sought to avoid 
the dangers of competition and refused to hand out their 
rewards of profit to wage-earners and consumers. But this 
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interpretation of history, correct though it was, indicates a 
knowledge of history that goes no further than the day before 
yesterday. Wall Street was put on trial when the American 
system was at stake. The guilt of monopoly capitalism was 
important, and the money-changers must indeed be driven 
from the temple, but the larger and more pressing issue was 
that with which the country had been faced since the turn of 
the century — can democracy meet and solve the problems of 
an industrial society? 

To tax Roosevelt with not having discovered the answer 
to this question, however, is to take him for not being the 
wisest man of his time. The issue lies still before us, in the 
path of every man to get aroimd as best he can, and no final 
solution has been forthcoming. But Roosevelt’s claim to 
greatness, it may be said, does not lie in his distinction as a 
political philosopher. He is no Jefferson, no John Taylor of 
Caroline (undeservedly neglected, the best philosopher of 
Jeffersonian democracy), no Daniel Webster, no John 
Calhoun. The ambition of his thought, at least in general, 
rarely rises above the level of those hearth-to-hearth chats he 
sometimes broadcasts to John Applegate over the radio. His 
first inaugural address is as good a sample of his intellectual 
approach as any. 

‘‘Only a foolish optimist”, he said, “can deny the dark 
realities of the moment. . . . Plenty is at our doorstep, but a 
generous use of it languishes. . . . Primarily this is because 
rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods have failed. . . . 
Practices of the unscrupulous money-changers stand indicted 
in the court of public opinion. . . . They know only the rules 
of a generation of self-seekers. They have no vision, and when 
there is no vision the people perish. . . . Yes, the money- 
changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our 
civilization. . . . We may now restore that temple to its ancient 
truths. ... We do not distrust the future of essential demo- 
cracy. The people of the United States have not failed. In 
their need they have registered that they want direct, vigorous 
action. They have asked for discipline and direction under 
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leadership. They have made me the present instrument of 
their wishes. In the spirit of the gift I take it.” 

Is it merely what Machiavelli called ‘‘knowing the good 
together with many other things that are displeasing to us”, 
that makes us see this as an exercise in rhetoric and little else? 
Is it quibbling to ask what “ancient truths” shall be restored 
to the temple; what is meant by “essential democracy”? Or 
is this address of Roosevelt, fairly representative of them all, 
merely the statement of an adroit and skilful politician who 
knows, even better than did his distant connection Theodore, 
how to say most eloquently those things John Applegate 
wants to hear said? 

It may be a judgment of posterity, however, that while 
Roosevelt was not a political philosopher, he was a great 
leader. Of this there can be no question. Returning to our 
unproved premise that nearly everything that happens in 
modern politics is eventually traceable to the passions and 
prejudices of men, and that there is a constant interplay of 
forces between the leader and the led, it is clear that Roosevelt 
emerged as the great leader of the first half of the Twentieth 
Century in America because he was able to make articulate 
the passions and prejudices, the hopes and fears, of the great 
majority of his countrymen, particularly the dispossessed. 

Indirect proof of this is given by the failure of the com- 
munists of the period who looked upon the Depression as the 
final agony of capitalism, paving the way for their triumph. 
It was true that the larger part of labour in the United States 
was unorganized and that most trade unionists wanted a 
larger share of the profits of capitalism ’rather than an over- 
throw of the capitalist system, but it was imagined that the 
“objective realities” of the Depression had profoundly 
altered the psychology of American wage-earners and pre- 
pared them for a break with the past. Such hopes, however, 
were not realized. Many causes may be assigned for the 
failure of the communists, but foremost among them was their 
almost religious conviction that New York was Moscow and 
the Middle West the steppes, which, together with a vocabu- 

207 



Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

lary and vision of history derived largely from the pages of 
Marx, made most of what they were saying totally incom- 
prehensible to most Americans. Behind this failure, however, 
as the election returns of 1932 and 1936 made plain, there 
loomed the larger fact that the ethic or emotion of democracy 
still played an enormous part in the shaping of American 
psychology. 

The nation lay like a great and stricken ship that had 
drifted into a stagnant sea, its motors idle and its pistons still, 
but only a handful of Americans, the intellectuals of the 
extreme left most notably among them, believed that the ship 
was doomed. Not even during the banking disaster of 1933, 
when one liberal weekly complained that Americans were too 
cheerful, did John Applegate believe that democracy had 
failed. Perhaps his critics are correct in their castigations of 
his optimism, seeing his belief that ‘‘everything will work 
out all right’’ as nothing more than the uninformed hope of a 
child, but such castigations fall short of their purpose in that 
they fail to consider that more than optimism is involved. 

John Applegate is a human being. His education has been 
greatly neglected. The ideal that has been held up to him, 
more often than not, is the ideal of comfort. He believes in 
some vague thing called progress without once suspecting 
that progress may not necessarily mean improvement. Of 
the historical roots of democracy, and the moral and spiritual 
principles with which it is illumined, he knows but little. 
Those who expect too much of him are as likely to be as dis- 
appointed as those who expect nothing at all. Yet for all his 
failings, which no amount of evasion can hide or sentimental- 
sm undo, he clings to his democratic faith. 

What is this faith? It is, in one sense, all things to all men. 
Sometimes, as if the substitution of three words for one were 
an aid to clarification, it is said that democracy is a way of 
life. But what kind of way? In a nation of one hundred 
forty million people there are bound to be exactly one hundred 
forty million different ways of life. It would be folly to 
presume that over all these separate ways there bends a com- 
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mon democratic sky: or that one hundred forty million 
human beings have each examined the idea of democracy and 
found it good. Yet unless it be admitted that the American is 
one who does not believe in democracy, which would seem 
to be a misanthropic denial of his history, we must assume 
that at least a preponderant number of Americans are joined 
together in a wide community of belief John Applegate’s 
faith in democracy is based on a belief in democracy. And 
this belief, in the end, for all the various reasons suggested 
throughout this essay, would seem to rest on the integrated 
group of images that may be defined as the American 
myth. 

Definitions, however tedious, are necessary. By myth is 
meant, specifically, a parable, allegory or folk-tale that osten- 
sibly relates some historical event, usually of such character as 
to explain some practice, belief or institution. The importance 
of myth in any culture has long been stressed by anthrop- 
ologists. But what seems quaint in Samoa seems exasperating 
in the United States. A civilized nation, the implication goes, 
shoxild know better than to swallow that yarn about George 
Washington and the cherry tree. John Applegate should 
understand that the founding fathers were primarily interested 
in their own economic welfare and that Patrick Henry was a 
dubious character who eventually hardened into reaction. 
Such knowledge on the part of John Applegate might be 
altogether admirable. It is to be regretted that he does not 
know more about such things. A whole generation of bio- 
graphers and novelists tried to teach him that all great men, 
the living and the dead, have feet of clay. A gifted school of 
satirists jeered at nearly all the ideas and institutions held up to 
public respect. Such astringent scepticism was not without 
value, though in their emancipation from moral values most 
of the satirists had a firmer idea of what to disrespect (every- 
thing) than what to respect (nothing), but John Applegate, 
in his foolhardiness, preferred to remain unconvinced. His 
feeling is that if George Washington did not cut down the 
cherry tree, and say “Father, I cannot tell a lie. I did it with 
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my little hatchet”, he should have. Admitting it to be a 
fairytale, he somehow manages to believe in it. 

It is generally supposed that myth has only a negative value 
but this does not have to be the case. The myth that has 
grown up about Patrick Henry, for example, based entirely 
on the phrase, ‘‘Give me liberty or give me death”, has been 
of incalculable value in keeping John Applegate’s idea of 
democracy vital and alive. The myth of Abraham Lincoln 
(though here the reality might better serve the purpose) has 
given him his nearest approach to an ethical ideal. The 
myth of the founding fathers, whom he looks upon as sincere 
and patriotic men, has lent him a respect for the Constitution 
and, through that respect, a certain regard for law. 

The writings of Georges Sorel are on the democratic index 
(on the theory, it would appear, that such lessons as the fallen 
have to teach are better not learned) but this French syndical- 
ist philosopher who ended his days as a royalist clearly per- 
ceived the positive value and the importance of myth. Men 
who are participating in a great social movement, he writes, 
always picture their coming action as a battle in which their 
cause is certain to triumph. Such an interpretation, in his 
opinion, is dependent on myth — z. group of images that must 
be taken as a whole, as an historical force, and not be broken 
down into its separate elements. As examples of such myths, 
he cites those that were constructed by primitive Christianity, 
by the Reformation, by the French Revolution and by the 
followers of Mazzini. 

Sorel, though it would not have displeased him, did not 
live to see how his theory of myth was to be made to serve 
the purposes of Hitler and Mussolini, the one utilizing the 
myth of Latinity and the other the myth of racial supremacy. 
But the wrong uses to which myth may be put, its content of 
danger, need not blind us to the fact that democracy has its 
myth as well — ^no less important, as an historical force, than 
the myth of the French Revolution, or the myth of Mother 
Russia that the Soviets found so valuable in their struggle 
against Nazi Germany. 
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The importance of the democratic myth as an historical 
force in the United States has found little modern apprecia- 
tion. The chief reason for this would seem to be the “un- 
scientific” nature of the myth in a time perhaps overly 
impressed with the methodology of science: the myth being, 
as Renan said of all human affairs, “an approximation lacking 
in precision and gravity”. Political science, for instance, 
according to one of its practitioners: “heaves to the wind all of 
the old-time paraphernalia of democratic theory. For the 
many sophistries which have sprung from such abstractions 
as the idea of natural rights, the dogma of equality, or the 
doctrine of the general will, it does not even bother to apolo- 
gize. It frankly agrees with the critics of democracy that 
the sole measure of truth for any political philosophy is its 
conformity with objectively established facts.” 

Such a view is fairly typical of the intellectual approach of 
a whole generation. The disavowal of the democratic myth 
during the derisive era that lay between the end of one World 
War and the beginning of another, was but part of a larger 
disavowal that managed to include all things American. This 
disavowal, however, is wrongly taken solely as a manifesta- 
tion of “irresponsibility”: a charge that comes with but little 
grace from some of those who make it. There was also involved 
a kind of inverted idealism — a genuine feeling of shame over 
the standards and values of Boom Age America,^ and, in 
relation to politics, an earnest effort to give a certain scientific 
precision to political thinking and, by virtue of that precision, 
a denser gravity. But the end result of this attack, whatever its 
conscious or unconscious motives, was to introduce the same 
moral scepticism that Proudhon in his Justice in the Revolution 
and in the Church saw as a social danger in France some seventy- 

i“By 1928,” Malcolm Cowley quotes F. Scott Fitzgerald as saying, 
(“Paris had grown suffocating. With each new shipment of Americans 
spewed up by the Boom the quality fell off, imtil toward the end there was 
something sinister about the crazy boatloads. They were no longer the 
simple pa and ma and son and daughter, infinitely superior in their qualities 
of kindness and curiosity to the corresponding class in Europe, but fantastic 
neanderthals who believed something, something vague, that you remem- 
bered from a very cheap novel.” 
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five years before the Nazi storm-troopers took possession of 
Paris. 

“France”, wrote Proudhon, “has lost its morals. Not that, 
as a matter of fact, the men of our generation are worse than 
their fathers. . . . When I say that France has lost its morals 
I mean that it has ceased to believe in the very principles of 
morality, a very different thing. She has no longer moral 
intelligence or conscience, she has almost lost the idea of morals 
itself; as a result of continual criticism we have come to this 
melancholy conclusion: that right and wrong, between which 
we formerly thought we were able to distinguish dogmatically, 
are now vague and indeterminate conventional terms; that all 
these words, Right, Duty, Morality, Virtue, etc., of which the 
pulpit and the school talk so much, serve to cover nothing but 
pure hypotheses, vain Utopias, and unprovable prejudices.” 

Proudhon might have been writing about the United States 
in the 1920’s and 1930’s instead of France in the Nineteenth 
Century. [Ate not these “pure hypotheses, vain Utopias, and 
unprovable prejudices”, for example, equivalent to the “old- 
time paraphernalia of democratic theory” which political 
science says must be cast to the winds?] The record of the 
time as written in its novels and biographies, criticism and 
drama, is largely the record of a wholesale onslaught against 
all conventional and established American values — ^the 
dominant tone is dislike, if not hatred, of the United States. 

The whole expatriate movement, perhaps the most inter- 
esting footnote to the Boom Age, was founded on little more 
than hatred if Malcolm Cowley, the historian of the move- 
ment, is correct in his exegesis. It may have been that the 
Boom Age expatriates were seekers after the good life, and 
like Henry James in another era were attempting to refute the 
ideals of commercialism by celebrating those of art, but such 
an interpretation would depend too much on charity to be 
convincing. “The expatriates”, Cowley writes, “were pushed 
eastward by the need for getting away from something”; trying 
to escape “some quality of American civilization that they 
carried within themselves,” 


212 



The American and the Revolution 

But during this era of derision and denial, what of John 
Applegate — ^who should by now appear, if our portraiture 
has been at all competent, as a fairly adequate representative 
of the society both the expatriates in the 1920’s, and the com- 
munist fellow travellers in the 1930’s, were trying to escape. 
To say that he invites all the arrows in the quiver of satire 
is to metaphrase the obvious: to say that he has been a con- 
venient whipping-boy, a sort of secular St. Sebastian for the 
literai, is to say what Sinclair Lewis, the creator of George 
Babbitt, has found it necessary to admit at greater length. 

John Applegate, it is true, has never heard of the expa- 
triates: his innocent idea of a fellow traveller is the man who 
sits next to him on the day-coach. It would be wrong, how- 
ever, because of this, to imagine he was unaffected by the 
sustained attack upon all the things in which he believed. 
One result of this indiscriminate onslaught has been described 
by Rebecca West in an essay which tells, in part, of a trip 
she made to the United States not long after the publication 
of Babbitt Often she was a guest in the homes of business men 
and she writes that she cannot remember a single time 
when her host or hostess failed to make some remark, with 
a deprecating laugh, such as ‘T’m afraid you’ll find us terrible 
Babbitts”, or, ‘‘Well, you know us already. Our name is 
Babbitt”. 

“The victim of satire,” Miss West concludes, “being as 
uncertain as the satirist of what deserves to be attacked and 
what to be defended, could not hit back. He had therefore 
no other resort than to pass over to the satirist’s side and join 
in the laughter.” 

What effect these two decades of derision, coupled with 
the Depression, had upon the American psychology can only 
be surmised. There can be no doubt, however, but that it was 
considerable. Yet with the election of Franklin Roosevelt in 
1932, and more particularly his re-election in 1936, it was 
plain that the American held to his belief in the democratic 
system. Challenged by the Marxian myth of catastrophic 
revolution, and the myth of native dictatorship that was 
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forming about Huey Long, the American myth, though 
shaken, managed to endure. Democracy might be a joke, and 
the United States the waste-land, but, if so, John Applegate 
wanted to abide in the desert and laugh. 

The election of Roosevelt in 1932 can now be seen as 
marking the beginning of the end of the era of denial that 
began after the War of 1914-18. With his coming to the 
Presidency the search for new values and meaning in American 
democracy was slowly to begin again. And Roosevelt, in 
many ways, was the leader of the search, pointing his objective 
and general direction. His greatness as a leader depends 
not upon his rhetorial ability to sway the multitudes (by 
which definition Hitler would be equally great) but upon 
his articulation of those essential principles that lie at the 
heart of the democratic faith. In a time when the democratic 
system stood at bay, when by the pragmatist’s rule only the 
totalitarian societies appeared ‘‘to work”, he emerged as one 
of the great champions of democracy. History may conclude 
otherwise, for it is hugely indifferent to judgments made in 
advance, but it would seem that for this alone his place in the 
gallery of great Americans will be splendid and secure. 

II 

Shakespeare gets some of his best effects, as Maurice Baring 
has noted, by using the simplest words, sometimes by sheer 
exclamations like “O! ol o! o!” The opponents of Franklin 
Roosevelt, using the same method, got some of their best 
effects by crying “New Deal! New Deal! New Deal!” The 
phrase, by the end of Roosevelt’s first term, had ceased to 
have any real objective meaning. It was an emotional outcry 
indicating, as the case might be, pleasure or pain. 

A detailed examination of the “concatenation of federal 
actions known as the New Deal”, as Charles and Mary Beard 
have put it, happily does not fall within the province of this 
essay. The economic meaning and political content of such 
initials as N.R.A., AAA, F.H.A., W.P.A., N.Y.A., and 
H.O.L.C. must be deciphered by a more conscientious hiero- 
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glyphist- It will be his difficult task, not only to pass judgment 
upon the New Deal as a social programme, but also to dis- 
cover what part of it may justly be attributed to Franklin 
Roosevelt. For whatever decision is finally struck concerning 
the New Deal (a decision which in large part depends upon 
the future drift of history) it cannot be regarded as the personal 
creation of the man with whom it is most intimately associated. 
It represents the work of many different men and many 
different minds, some in direct and even hostile opposition to 
each other, and it has not a little of the ambiguity we find 
in Theodore Roosevelt’s “Square Deal”. John Applegate has 
no clear idea of what it is, or any firm comprehension of the 
philosophy behind it. He knows, in general, that it is taken 
to represent “progressivism”, and that Franklin Roosevelt is a 
“liberal”, but by the middle of the Twentieth Century these 
terms had also come to have a purely subjective definition. 
Words of praise in one man’s mouth, they were words of con- 
demnation in another’s. Despite this, however, a residue of 
concrete meaning still remained: “progressivism” indicating a 
willingness to try new techniques and a disinclination to 
return to an outmoded social status, “liberal” suggesting an 
emphatic insistence upon those freedoms safeguarded by the 
Bill of Rights and a strong sympathy for the poor and under- 
privileged. 

The future historian, examining the various objectives of 
the New Deal, may find it convenient to group them under 
four specific headings: relief, recovery, reform, and social 
security. And he may see these objectives, in a more calm and 
objective time, as pointing toward another: the attempt lo 
carry the nation forward to what might be called the modern 
stage of democratic realization—to the point, that is, where 
the immediate and direct interest of the state in the welfare 
of all its citizens, the propertyless as well as the propertied, 
is also recognized as essential to the democratic principle. 

There will also probably be a certain surprise, indicated by 
those chuckling ejaculations that have become conventional 
with historians, that the New Deal programme, which went in 
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the direction of reform hardly further than the Liberal govern- 
ment of England in 19065 was looked upon as ‘‘revolutionary”. 
It should be fairly clear, by the year 2000, that the New 
Deal was in direct succession to Woodrow Wilson’s “New 
Freedom”, a roughly similar programme of reform which, as 
has been indicated, was a fruition of the hopes and ambitions 
of the earlier progressive movements symbolized by Theodore 
Roosevelt. It should also be clear that all these programmes 
of reform were rooted in the belief of the average American 
that he was not getting his just share of economic consider- 
ation, and that each represented an attempt, more emphatic 
in the case of the New Deal than in any of the others, to make 
palpable that reciprocal! ty of interest between the state and 
the individual citizen which is essential to the health of any 
society. 

Then, of course, there will be the question of whether 
Franklin Roosevelt wanted to be a dictator. Here the chuck- 
ling ejacularions will be scattered across the page. The future 
historian, if he has any wit at all, will understand that the 
word “dictator”, as used in this connection, was also an 
emotional outcry. When Roosevelt’s critics used it they 
meant, not that he was truly anxious to be a Hitler or a 
Mussolini or a Stalin — or at least most of them did not — but 
that he was “a bad man”: the degree of badness depending 
upon the degree of hostility, the element of hostility developing 
most generally from the critic’s position in the social scale. 
Yet, while chuckling over his digression into semantics, the 
future historian, if he lives up to the earnest reputation of 
his guild, will recognize that the unprecedented concentration 
of power in the Chief Executive’s hands and the ever-increas- 
ing centralization of government in Washington, brought 
about certain conditions which threatened to alter the whole 
configuration of the American system and shape its society 
into a substantially altered form. Nor will he fail to note that 
the protest against such an accumulation of power did not 
stem from fear and prejudice alone. He will have to point 
out that it went against the deepest American grain, cutting 

2i6 



The American and the Revolution 

across long-established beliefs, and that, in order to defend it, 
an argument had to be built up that implied almost a total 
rejection of the American past. 

He will get a certain satisfaction out of reviewing the argu- 
ments put forth by the proponents of centralized power, and, 
in his review, will note that the best of them, such as that 
of Harold Laski in The American Presidency^ correctly point 
out that the American system is based upon a belief in de- 
centralized government — a government, that is to say, whose 
constitutional framework was designed to prevent the de- 
velopment of that arbitrary and unchecked power which, in 
the opinion of men like Jefferson and Madison, ‘^has destroyed 
the liberty and the rights of man in every government which 
has ever existed under the sun”. 

To this powerful argument, the future historian will note 
further, the proponents of power make no direct reply. They 
hold merely that a ‘‘weak” government (using an emotional 
adjective instead of a descriptive one) naturally seemed like a 
good government in the agrarian society of colonial America 
and that, with the coming of the Industrial Revolution and 
the closing of the geographical frontier, the day of the “weak” 
government was over. The problems of a modern industrial 
state — ^unemployment, health, housing, flood-control, etc. — 
project themselves to a national scale. They must be dealt 
with nationally. Congress is relatively helpless in coping with 
them because, like the dinosaur, it is too big to be effective: 
it cannot devise an organic and unified approach to the 
problems of the times. The only answer, consequently, so 
the argument concludes, is a greater, not less, concentration 
of power in the hands of the President and those legal and 
extra-legal associates who act in his name. It is a “weak” 
government, say the proponents of power, which has always 
played into the hands of the propertied interests, that is an 
instrument of tyranny: only a “strong” government can best 
serve the interests of democracy. 

Not having the future historian’s accumulation of experi- 
ence to guide us, and looking upon prophecy as beyond the 
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function of the essay, we cannot judge what his disposal of 
this argument will be. It seems hardly likely, however, that 
he will fail to recognize it for what it is — an apology rather 
than an argument: a brief instead of a philosophy. This is 
not to say that it does not contain some shrewd and cogent 
observations. Congress itself would seem to be anxious to 
prove what Laski has called the obsolescence of federalism. 
But apologies, in the end, must always be influenced by per- 
sonal prejudice. No one who has known a physical scientist, 
and a political one, will ever regard the latter as the detached 
and unimpassioned scientific observer he generally pretends 
to be. 

The more recent arguments that call for an increased 
centralization of power in the hands of the President must be 
regarded as forming, in general, a brief for the Roosevelt 
administration. Nor can it be gainsaid that such arguments 
do not consider the grave problem of power, nor look before 
or after a particular moment in time. Another flaw in the 
argument for power is that it too briefly passes over the fact 
that when a “strong” President is needed, and a “strong” 
government, the American has always been ready to have 
one. In times of emergency he does not blink the facts. Jeffer- 
son, Jackson, Lincoln, Wilson, the two Roosevelts — ^all were 
“strong” Presidents. But winter is not summer, spring 
lives in a different equinox from fall. There are similar differ- 
ences in political climate, and, to the democrat, one virtue 
of his system is that it is flexible enough to take such differences 
into consideration. 

This does not mean that the democrat is disrespectful of 
those critics who hold that large reforms in the democratic 
system are necessary. Knowing that history is a thing in flux, 
and not overly anxious to fall into Hegel’s error of thinking 
that he inhabits the ideal society, he will agree with them. 
He will certainly not mistake the Twentieth Century for the 
Eighteenth, nor deny that national problems must be attacked 
on a national scale. He will go even further and accept the 
challenge of the so-called social “impossibilitists”, such as 
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Pareto and Michels, He will agree that they are correct in 
saying that the actual management of government, in any 
society, is a function left to the relatively few. He will deny, 
however, that in a democracy this must inexorably make the 
few the master of the many, or that the many cannot exercise 
a substantial degree of control over the few. He will insist 
that the argument that calls for the concentration of all 
authority in a relatively small number of persons, and the 
passing on of such concentrated authority from administra- 
tion to administration without hope or possibility of recall, 
is anti-democratic to the core. He will see the lesson of the 
first half of the Twentieth Century, in which ‘‘strong” states 
all over the world destroyed every vestige of democracy, as 
lending irrefutable support to the arguments against power 
brought forth by the political philosophers who believed in 
decentralization and contrived the American system of checks 
and balances. He will not be so lost in admiration of “effi- 
ciency” and “progress” as to forget the fable of King Stork. 

That the future historian will look upon Franklin Roosevelt 
as one of the King Storks, however, seems at the moment 
most unlikely. A far more probably conclusion, unless the 
evidence accumulated during his first eleven years in office is 
completely swept aside, is that he will be seen as being rooted 
squarely and firmly in the democratic tradition — ^not only the 
leader of one of the greatest movements in American history, 
but, in addition, a great political educator. 

It is in his achievements as an educator that Roosevelt’s 
most enduring claim to greatness may in time be found. Of 
no great profundity, a political dilettante with a rather erratic 
and haphazard career, he came to the Presidency and the 
years of crisis as much in need of education as the American 
people; and, as he went through his process of education, 
reflected in his so-called “statemanship as adjustment”, he 
carried the nation along with him. Even his enemies were 
forced along the way: they too, if for no other purpose than to 
attack, had to inquire into the nature of the forces that were 
shaping the destiny of the nation and the fate of the world. The 
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1930’s in America, which the future historian may see as a 
time or rebirth and renewal, or an era of evidence to support 
Brooks Adams’s grim Law Of Civilizcition And Decay ^ was a period 
of intense questioning — all things having been denied, all 
things had to be sought again. Was democracy possible? Did 
the New Deal mean socialism? Was there going to be a per- 
manent army of unemployed? What did a planned economy 
mean? Did Nazism offer a threat to America? Was there 
going to be another War? Could the United States keep out 
of it? All across the land, once more turning inward upon 
itself for guidance and illumination, the arguments spread and 
flared: and, wherever the criss-crossing trails happened to 
lead, whatever roads the debate might follow, at the juncture 
of every passage stood the figure of Franklin Roosevelt. A 
pilgrim among other pilgrims, as much a seeker after know- 
ledge as any of those who followed in the throng, he was 
always in the forefront of the search — always there was the 
awareness of his presence and the impact of his personality. 
Persisting himself, he made others persist: dramatizing 
Franklin Roosevelt, he dramatized the issues of his time. 
Politics was now more than something rural characters made 
salty remarks about while munching crackers around a pot- 
bellied stove. It lay at the centre of all men’s lives: there was a 
sense of mounting excitement in both camps — the realization 
that vital issues were at stake, that the very shape and content 
of to-morrow was in the making. Agreement or disagreement 
lay beside the point. 

Roosevelt forced himself into the inner lives of those who 
opposed him as well as those who followed him — the very 
antagonisms he aroused, the bitterness and the hatred, all 
served to prove that men had been forced to abandon old 
habits of thought and that Roosevelt’s term of office, like that 
of Jefferson and Lincoln, Jackson and Wilson, was a great 
educative process. And finally, when the currents of world 
revolution burst the flimsy dams that men thought might 
contain them, Roosevelt came to a position of world leader- 
ship. The debates he engendered would still go on, raging 
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even in the midst of raging war, but now, even as in the 
minds of millions the United States became the democracy, 
Roosevelt became the democrat. His future reputation de- 
pends on the future’s shape, upon himself and the needs of 
those who come after him — each generation rewriting history 
to fit its own necessities — but it well may be a conclusion of 
the future that, having been as an educator a servant of his 
age, Roosevelt, in time of war, became a servant of the ages; 
raising the challenge of democracy to meet the challenge of 
the New Order and himself becoming, for all the faults and 
failures that may justly be laid to him, part of the democratic 
myth.^ Posterity has not voted, and the polls of the present 
are still open, but he may be found, if democracy survives, 
among the enduring American memories of the future. He 
is one of the major figures of a major epoch, attracting the 
flashes of history as does a vein of iron in a mountain-side, and 
the future historian, pouring over the books with the smell 
of dust, dimly cloistered in his adjudicating quiet, cannot 
fail to remark, perhaps with a note of regret, that it was an 
adventure to live in his time. 


^The opposite, it need hardly be said, can also happen: the future 
historian may have to record that, in time of war, Roosevelt’s symbolic 
value was obscured and that his reputation passed under a shadow from 
which it never emerged. 
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JOHN APPLEGATE, AMERICAN 


F or all the labour that will be his, as he comes to form a 
judgment of our time, the historian of the future is yet 
to be envied. Many questions will have been answered, 
many riddles solved. And he may be able, in the deeper con- 
centration of a less shattered year, to come to more salient 
conclusions about John Applegate than any we have reached. 
Certain things may now be said of our rather sedentary hero, 
for he is still sitting in his chair by the radio — such things as, 
in passing, we have tried to say; that his philosophy is one of 
moral materialism: that he has a reverence for bigness: that he 
believes in personal initiative and success — ^but, in his identity 
as an American, how may he be defined except by saying that 
he is one who participates in the American adventure; which, 
suggesting everything, tells us nothing at all? 

Nor are we brought any closer to the matter by saying that 
the adventure of America has from the beginning been the 
adventure of democracy, and that the American, by virtue of 
his participation in the adventure, is a democrat. There are 
some Americans who are not democrats and there are many 
democrats who are not Americans. The moral and spiritual 
principles that illumine democracy were not invented by the 
American — they are as deep as man’s hope is deep, wide as 
man’s fate is wide. The adventure of democracy is part of the 
adventure of human kind. 

To say that the American is a democrat, howsoever con- 
vincing in the past, is no longer enough. Nor is celebration 
enough, nor evocation, nor all the purpose of poets. Demo- 
cracy, as a faith in battle against other faiths, is itself on trial. 
It and the American have gone down to the furnace together. 
The one cannot endure widiout the other. Democracy would 
not have been the same without the American and the 
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American would not have been the same without democracy. 
They must both endure or be melted down. For without a 
belief in democracy, and in those moral and spiritual princi- 
ples on which such belief is based — ^that man has worth and 
dignity: that the state is a means to the ends of man: that as 
rational and spiritual beings all men are equal, mutually 
participating in the communion of the human species — 
without the inspiration of these beliefs the American adventure 
has no meaning. Democracy becomes but another way of 
arranging the affairs of society. It must then be tested by its 
utility and efficiency. It becomes a machine, and man a cog 
in the machine, and the ends of the machine are not the ends 
of man. And, should this happen, the American will have 
lost some of his meaning. Democracy will not be the same 
without the American and the American will not be the same 
without democracy. 

The American and his faith are on trial together. It is not 
democracy that makes the faith but the faith that makes 
democracy. The faith is there or it is not there. Exhortations 
will not call it forth, nor thunderings, nor all the wailings by 
the wall. It is there or it is not there. The American goes 
down to the furnace and he takes his faith with him. The 
armed and the armour are equally tested. 

What does the American bring to the testing? Whar is his 
armour as he meets the trial? 

He brings his memory and the memories that are part of 
memory. He is armed with a love of his native place. The 
sounds of the states are part of memory, the names of the 
cities and the towns, the sun on the peaks and the shadow of 
clouds in the valleys beyond the peaks. There are other cities 
and other towns: there are peaks and valleys he has never 
seen. His are no better, no richer, perhaps less fair than most 
— ^but his. They are part of his own country. Memory and 
love are brought to the testing. 

He brings his willingness to adventure. His fathers uprooted 
themselves from their native soils for many reasons, noble and 
ignoble, but merely to forswear the known for the unknown, 
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whatever the impulse, is an act of high courage. These were 
the adventurers, in the cattle-boat as in the Mayflower, and the 
American is the son of adventurers. Generally considered a 
‘‘conservative”, which correctly means one who wants to 
preserve the best values of the past, the American is perhaps 
the conservative’s opposite: it may be that he cares too little, 
instead of too much, for traditional values. He likes things 
because they are modern, and is fascinated by newness, and 
such hope as he has for the future is based largely on the belief 
that to-morrow will be more streamlined than to-day — ^it will 
be a fine thing, he tells himself, to fly to Buenos Aires for the 
week-end instead of motoring to the usual hills or shore. 

He brings to the testing his belief in to-morrow. The very 
largeness of his country, the bigness that the American 
delights in, did much to confirm this belief. In the beginning 
there was the wilderness, stretching from shore to shore, and 
the wilderness and the future were as one — the promise of 
to-morrow lay always to the west. And should the promise 
fail, should drought parch dream and flood drown hope, then 
still the western future beckoned— to-morrow must be better 
than to-day. 

Memory, love, optimism, the willingness to adventure — 
all these he brings to the testing. He also brings his philo- 
sophy of moral materialism. The American, finding his 
identity in the wilderness, also found an emptiness. He could 
fire his rifle and not be heard: he could ride for miles and not 
be seen: he could paddle for days and meet no other canoe. 
He was alone, lost in the new immensity, and he shed the 
trappings of his European inheritance as a black snake sheds 
its skin. He lived a new kind of life, begot a new kind of 
language, became a new kind of man. The time of celebration 
was not yet, nor the years of defamation, but he knew his 
newness and his condition and that this was different from 
the past. He was a new man in a new world and he was free. 
He came to his freedom before he came to his independence, 
hewing it out of the wilderness even as he hewed the logs he 
notched to fit his cabin’s shape, and after he was free, and 
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himself a document of independence;, he wrote his charter 
and flung his challenge to the world. 

The moral and spiritual principles contained in his declara- 
tion of independence he did not puzzle much. Learning was 
not his trade, and the rhythm of an axe-head no metronome 
to philosophy, and metaphysics a thing beyond him. Besides, 
there was work to do. The emptiness had to be filled up. 

The emptiness was moral as well as physical. As the pioneer 
slipped his past, so were his sons to slip their past, and the sons 
of their sons after them. The lessons of the Puritans were 
taken into the wilderness, and next to the schoolhouse was 
built the church, but with so much work to do, and so much 
to be gained by work, the fiery gospel of the theocratic fathers, 
shot with terror and mystery and the awesome anger of God, 
became less and less a religion of the inner life and more and 
more a doctrine of getting ahead — do something, be some- 
body, get somewhere in the world. This is a kind of idealism, 
and a driving force in American life, but in the end the ideal 
becomes not work for the sake of work, not craft for the sake 
of craft, but work and craft for the sake of the material gain 
work and craft will bring. 

The American brings his materialism to the testing, his 
desire for a higher standard of living, his general idea that all 
the ills of the world may be cured by larger and larger applica- 
tions of goods. He brings that part of himself that found its 
worst reflection in Huey Long, and its best in those acts of 
public and private good-will that may be seen as examples of 
practical Christianity — ^more works, in large, than faith. He 
brings his belief in the success story, and in the sound that 
money makes, and in the things that money can buy. 

Widi his materialism he brings his idealism. Whether the 
one or the other is larger in his character only the testing can 
tell. But the idealism, because of the materialism, cannot be 
denied. Idealism as a force in America, it may be said, reached 
its culmination just before the Civil War and then, after the 
war, gave way to the pragmatism that sought to endow the 
materialistic drift of American life with some kind of purpose. 
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But even the dinosaurian capitalists represented by Andrew 
Carnegie had to find idealistic excuses for their material 
points of view — ^read their autobiographies; look at the 
foundations, the libraries, the college buildings — and if the 
idealism was used merely as a cloth to polish the materialism 
into something brighter than it was, at least there was the 
admission and understanding that it would cause things to 
look a little better in their neighbour’s eyes. 

The American fought two wars in which idealism was in- 
volved, one to free the slaves and one to free the world, and 
if after the conflicts were over he lapsed into a deeper pre- 
occupation with material enterprise and worldly success, if 
the modern cynic came blandly to assume that the moral 
world was simply an illusion and that its values did not exist, 
that good and evil refer to that which is good and evil for a 
particular organism at a particular point in time, that idealism 
is a snare and a delusion — ^in spite of this, idealism persisted 
and those who worked in idealism’s name. A large part of the 
New Deal, it will be noted, was objected to because of the 
idealism it contained and also because it gathered within its 
fold too many dreamers and mystics and poets — those who 
thought that were man’s burden of living eased a little he 
might pause for a moment and know the wonder of being 
alive; and perhaps, in the knowing, lift his attention to things 
that were good and fine in themselves: such things as give the 
life of Abraham Lincoln more than ordinary meaning and 
make him one of the most haunting moments in the conscience 
of man. 

The American goes down to the furnace and he takes all 
things with him. The tares are bundled with the wheat, the 
failures with the triumph. How he shall return from the 
furnace, shaping his future and the world’s future — ^for shape 
it he must, whether or no, acting or not acting — only the later 
historian can know. This scholar (will he be one of the 
peoples of Asia, perhaps?) may follow the American’s path 
downward to the decadent imperialism of the modern feudal 
state, and thus write a halt to the American adventure, or, 
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again, he may see him fallen under the shadow of one o 
those long nights that sometimes darken that which we so 
grimly persist in calling civilization. 

We prefer to think, however, that his will be a happier task 
and that, in even so slender a reed as John Applegate, he may 
find an answer to the prophets of decay who will doubtless 
be as mournful in his time as they are in ours. For what these 
prophets forget, in their fixation with collective tendencies, is 
that moral choices are open to individuals. It cannot be pre- 
dicted that John Applegate will choose the good, the beautiful, 
the true, any more than that he will choose the false, the 
cruel, the ugly. But the chance for choice is there and the 
nature of the choice must necessarily be influenced by his 
inheritance and, because it is part of his inheritance, the 
measure of his democratic faith. He believes or he does not 
believe: he affirms or he does not affirm. 

It is quite useless to harry or browbeat him. He is a man, 
his character has been formed, his human nature will not be 
changed at the crack of a pistol-shot. He will pay but little 
attention to those who tell him what he must or must not do. 
He has lost his fear of hell-fire and he still thinks that, come 
what may, he can master the raw material of to-morrow and 
bend the future to its proper shape. With so much confidence, 
there is room for confidence: with so much good in his past, 
and in himself, there must be good in his future — ^not all 
good, any more than all evil: good and evil all bound together, 
as in the contradiction that is man, and if the world is lucky, 
very lucky, the measure of evil less than the measure of good. 

But the largeness of his future, in the end, can be no larger 
than his faith in those moral and spiritual values that give more 
than a political meaning to democracy. If democracy has only 
a political meaning, if it is to be measured merely by its 
efficiency, it must be judged as a machine is judged — and 
what a clumsy, complicated, inefficient machine democracy 
is at times. Why expect John Applegate or his son, who 
belongs to the generation of the fox-holes, to defend it? They 
have an American dislike for things that do not work. Their 
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very liking for what is new and modern and efficient might 
make them all the more willing to change. 

Any defence of democracy must finally be based on the 
faith that democracy implies — z, belief in those abstract 
truths, not any more American than life is American, or death 
American, which, as Lincoln said, make the Declaration of 
Independence more than a mere revolutionary document. 
The document, itself, is not enough: not any more to-day 
than in the beginning. It is the abstract truths that were 
written into the document, its moral and ethical inspiration, 
that make it possible for democracy to be seen as a bridgehead 
to the future. Not because it is the American form of govern- 
ment, or even the best form of government (as, of course, it is), 
but because only its breadth of spirit is large enough to 
contain the possible largeness of the future. Such inspiration, 
belonging together to all men, make it possible for all men to 
be drawn together. The community of man did not need the 
airplane to bridge the distances. Men have been neighbours, 
in this community, long before the physical shrinking of the 
world. 

The airplane, which as a determining factor is to the 
Twentieth Century what the steam-engine was to the Nine- 
teenth, will not create the world community. It can, at best, 
merely create proximity. And proximity is proximity — 
nothing else. It does not make for justice, or mercy, or virtue, 
or a belief in reason, or loving-kindness, or any of those other 
things upon which the hope of a world community must 
depend. Proximity will not make neighbours of those who 
are not neighbours. The airplane is a machine and it has the 
machine’s indifference. All places are equal in the bomb- 
sight’s eyes. The hope of man’s community must rest on 
something else. There needs must be, along with proximity 
in space, a certain proximity in spacelessness — a mutual 
sharing of belief. Without such mutuality the neighbourhood 
is no neighbourhood. It becomes a collection of targets. 

But any prediction, in this regard, involves a matter of 
hope. And what can we hope for the American, for John 
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Applegate, other than that the historian of the future will 
find that he marked a beginning and an end: that he came to 
a door and opened the door: that in the testing he both found 
and lost himself, knowing his identity as one man and his 
greater identity as one man among all men, and that, after 
the time of the furnace, the time of promise was come again. 
To hope less would be to wish him less. To hope more — ^well, 
who dares? 

Pisgah Forest^ August^ 1941 
South Hadley Centre^ Mass,^ July^ 1943 
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